




The Funny Side of Being a Māori Comedian:  
An Exploration of Identity Performances in Contemporary 








A thesis submitted for the degree of 
Master of Arts  
Department of Anthropology, Otago School of Social Sciences  




   II 
Abstract 
Stand-up comedy is a genre of performance that can provide a discursive space for 
negotiating social and political issues. Typically reliant on autobiographical content, 
embodied performance, and audience engagement, ethnic, racial, or cultural identity can 
play a significant role in stand-up comedy performance. Literature on the role of ethnic 
identity in the practice of New Zealand comedians has been limited to date. This 
research therefore focused on exploring the experiences, values, and practices of 
contemporary Māori stand-up comedians through a qualitative, ethnographically-informed, 
and mixed-methods approach. This included semi-structured interviews with five male 
Māori comedians, alongside an analysis of their set material (i.e. scripts and transcripts), 
presentation of self in their on-stage performances (through live and recorded shows), and 
off-stage professional branding (including social media pages, posters, and professional 
profiles). The analysis explored findings from each of these areas to show that Māori 
comedians adapt their practice around awareness of the ethnic makeup of specific 
audiences, and craft on-stage characters accordingly. Māori comedians embody the roles 
of “pride comedians” using comedy as a medium to resist harmful, racist, or stereotyping 
narratives. For this set of participants, this specifically involved performances 
focusing intersectional elements of their identity in relation to structural issues. The 
comedians examined used the epidictic quality of stand-up to change perceptions of the 
Māori community by the wider Pākeha (New Zealand European) population, as well as to 
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I have always had an interest in learning as much as I could about people and the 
rich history of the many cultures that make up our world. In approaching this Masters, I 
was interested in further examining the complexities of identity within Māori culture, as 
for my Honours dissertation I had researched Taika Waititi and his presentation of his 
Māori identity to a global and local audience and found this an area of academic 
scholarship with a lot of room for development. My interest in these topics was also 
related to my own identity, as well as my (anthropological) training. I am in my early 
twenties and was born in New Zealand, though due to my Dad’s job in the United Nations, 
I spent the early part of my childhood growing up overseas in Bosnia and Croatia after the 
third Balkan War. I identify as a Pākehā (New Zealand European) male, and I have Māori 
whakapapa. My iwi is Ngāti Ruanui.  
My inspiration for this thesis, as an extension of my earlier Honours work, came 
from the documentary series Funny As: A Story of New Zealand Comedy (2019) created by 
Paul Horan. I was enthralled by the discussions that these comedians brought forth and set 
off to purchase the book the documentary series was based off. The book was very 
insightful into the history of New Zealand comedy and to a small degree the influence and 
treatment of Māori comedians. The book inspired me to examine stand-up comedy with a 
specific interest in contemporary Māori comedians specifically. I wanted to understand 
how Māori stand-ups navigated the complexities of their identity on stage and examine 
how humour is used as they perform to a predominately Pākehā audience. This led me to 
focus on how the comedians’ construction of their ethnic identities and experiences with 
racism influenced their set material, and their embodied self-presentation, generating the 
rich insights into the practices of resistance and reflexivity that are built into their work, 




producing a stand-up comedy show focused on Māori and Pasifika comedians, as I explain 
at the conclusion of this thesis. My academic and personal interest is ongoing. 
   1 
 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
You know, I can go up there I can tell stories and I can take people away from 
suffering; from their problems, bills, family issues, whatever, even if it's just 
for a single moment in time (Kajun, Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
Stand-up comedy is considered by scholars such as Tracy Wuster (2006:23) as one 
of the oldest forms of humorous expression. Omatoyo Banjo (2011:137) noted that today 
comedy is one of the most popular forms of entertainment that audiences engage with, 
with the potential for stand up to influence audiences’ perceptions of a variety of topics. 
Due to its social setting and practice, I argue stand-up comedy can be used as a tool to 
examine matters of identity, including race and ethnicity. The research I present in this 
thesis focused on Māori stand-up comedians and their presentation of identity within the 
contemporary New Zealand (NZ) comedy scene. Examining their performances, material, 
and branding to uncover the complexities they face in navigating racist and stereotypical 
preconceptions from wider audiences. Analysing the comedians’ presentation of cultural 
identity within their material, emphasised that cultural relations between Māori and Pākehā 
are still fraught with racism in the wider social field of contemporary New Zealand. While 
there has been research done on both Māori and Pākehā humour (Holmes and Hay, 1997), 
and the history of New Zealand comedy (Horan and Matthews, 2019), there are none 
specific to the contemporary practices of Māori stand-up comedians. By focused in on this 
specific genre, the research presented in this thesis can help advance understandings of 
contemporary uses of humour by Māori comedians, and in particular the influence of 
wider social narratives and discourse on their material and presentation of self; as well as 





Understanding stand-up not only as a profession but an identity that these comics 
embody both on-stage and off-stage, means it is significant to understand wider theories on 
humour and comedy, as these are the key tools of stand up. Three different academic 
theories regarding the social function of comedy and humour were examined for this 
research, each showcasing the dominant interpretations of their use within social settings. 
Furthermore, it is imperative in a discussion of stand up as a profession and identity to 
provide some context and history of stand up and how it has developed to its contemporary 
practice. stand-up comedians have taken on a role larger than simply being entertainers, 
though entertaining is still a central goal of contemporary stand up. Stand up can go 
beyond the purpose of purely being entertaining, it can be used to critique and educate 
audiences about socio-political issues. Though (as noted in this chapter) the utilisation of 
ethnic humour can have varying possible negative and positive consequences. Prior to this 
discussion on stand up, I provide some context into the focus of this research, outlining the 
research question and approach to the research process for this study. The chapter ends by 
providing an outline of the thesis chapter structure and the topics covered within each 
chapter. 
Research focus, question, and approach 
When beginning to approach this topic, I quickly identified a gap within the 
literature regarding contemporary uses of comedy by Māori comedians in stand-up. This 
indicated a lack of academic understanding, around how Māori comedy might be 
influenced by wider structures and discourses of racism, stereotyping, and discrimination 
that have pervaded the nation’s history and continue to shape Māori lifeworlds. As an 
artful, often live performance, the ways in which stand-up comedians present themselves 
to audiences, as well as the content of the material they write and present seemed likely to 




explore the impact of comedy and further understand each comedian’s choices regarding 
their presentation of self within their performances. This research aimed to respond to 
these gaps by setting out to answer the following question; 
In what way does cultural identity influence the embodied presentation of 
Māori comedians to audiences? 
Within this overarching question, I had several specific interests.  I was interested in 
how these comics did or did not engage in material that was specifically related to race, 
culture, or ethnic identity, particularly since ethnic humour is common internationally and 
there is some literature addressing this. I was also interested in non-verbal aspects of 
comedy performance, specifically examining dress, and voice, and how these showed 
cultural identity, or not, especially since these are often deliberate choices for an 
entertainer as they approach the construction of their comic character. A third interest was 
the influence of the audience and how different contexts can dictate who the comedy is 
directed to or for, for example Pākehā or other Māori audiences, and what differences if 
any were present. 
To explore this through a qualitative and ethnographic lens, I set out to conduct 
interviews with practicing self-identifying Māori comics. The recruitment process returned 
a sample of five male comedians, all at varying different stages in their comedy careers. 
These interviews were qualitative and open-ended, analysed later through thematic coding. 
To complement this, I also analysed their online branding, by closely examining and 
coding their comedy club biographies and professional social media accounts to see how 
each comedian presented themselves through a professional persona. Lastly, I analysed 
some of their performances, through recordings or scripts that I was given access to by 




strategies and functions of the material they used, and viewing their self-presentation from 
yet another angle.   
The focus of the study garnered much interest from potential participants, and other 
comedians, as well as from other industry bodies. The Comedy Hub a comedy production 
business in Palmerston North, responsible for many live comedy shows in that area was 
very interested in the study, and were helpful in providing recordings of participants 
performances for Crack Up with the Cuzzies – a series of comedy shows focused on 
having an all-Māori line up for the first show in 2019, and a mix of Māori and Pasifika 
stand ups for the second in 2020. Through their interest, and my ongoing correspondence, I 
have since produced the third Crack Up with the Cuzzies, which returned to an all-Māori 
line up, with some of the comedians who participated in this research having performed. 
This is an exciting and practical output from the research. 
It is important to note that live stand-up in New Zealand was halted by the nation’s 
strict COVID-19 lockdowns in early 2020 (when this research commenced), but the 
comedians attempted different means of engaging with audiences through online shows 
and or posting jokes and skits on social media accounts. As one of my participants noted 
this was extremely difficult for many comedians, as commonly the audience is integral to 
the experience of stand-up. It reaffirmed a key part of stand-up comedians focus and 
enjoyment of performing as needing a live audience. Comedy as demonstrated by many 
can be done online, but it is in person where stand-up has more resonance with not only 
the audience but the comedians themselves. The success of the lockdowns in managing 
COVID within NZ has meant the comedy scene has since returned to normal. But in order 
to understand what stand-up is, it is important for the reader to recognize that it is more 
than an occupation that is left on-stage. It is an art form that requires a lot of craft and 





Stand-up comedy has a long history. Wuster (2006:23) indicates that stand-up 
became a popular phenomenon in America in the sixties. In fact, as she explains, the term 
“stand-up” originated in 1966, to explain the “act of a comedian performing before an 
audience” (Wuster, 2006:23). Oliver Double provides a succinct definition of stand-up as 
simply; 
 a single performer standing in front of an audience, talking to them with the 
specific intention of making them laugh. (Double, 1997:4). 
Double (1997:4-5) notes that doing stand-up comedy at its core is a very individual 
experience. Typically, you are on your own on stage and in the preparation of material. 
Meaning that unlike many other forms of scripted or directed performance, the successes 
and failures of a performance often fall on the comic alone. Furthermore, the role is not 
only defined by one’s ability to memorise material and present oneself as confident but 
their ability to “create a specific response in a roomful of people” (Double, 1997:5). 
Sociologist Daniel R. Smith (2018:13) reaffirms this, defining the comedian, or comic, as 
an individual who performs a comedy act using jokes and narrative to elicit laughter from 
the audience. Smith similarly emphasises the role of the stand-up as focused on the fact 
that “the comedian is obliged to provide laughter” (Smith, 2018:13). This obligation is 
however reliant on effective discourse with the audience. To expand on Oliver’s definition, 
stand-up is a dialogic form. Without an audience there would be no stand-up (Brodie, 
2017:34). Wuster (2006:25) similarly expresses that stand-up comedy is about the 
relationship between the comic and audience, with the crowd’s laughter or lack of, 
representative of the comedian’s success. As Goltz (2017:16) explains, stand-up is a 
communicative experience, one that the audience not only experiences but also makes. 




together to shape the experience. Wuster (2006:25) expresses that stand-up comedy is a 
simultaneous relationship between the comic and audience, with the crowd’s laughter, or 
lack of, representative of the comedian’s success. 
Stand-up comedy in the words of Goltz (2017:18) is “an embodied act” - the body of 
the performer and audience each play a central role in the performance - and it is through 
communication that there is a navigation and negotiation of differing positions and 
discourses. While each stand-up performance is a different act, Wuster (2006:25) describes 
that a central component to each is the creation of a comic “character”, that being the 
comedian’s persona they take on stage to establish and maintain tone between themselves 
and the audience. Wuster (2006:25-26) argues that it is critical to analyse the comedic 
character created, as well as acknowledge that while the character may not be a holistic 
reflection of the comedian it is shaped and developed by them with a distinct purpose. 
Stand-up comedians and the characters they create “do not exist in a cultural vacuum”, 
rather they reflect wider social processes and of course their own personal lives (Wuster, 
2006:28). Smith (2018:15) also reaffirms that stand-up comedians are products of their 
society and experiences. These insights encapsulate stand-ups’ nature as an 
autobiographical performance, as the comic characters created reflect their identity, class, 
ethnicity, and gender and in turn are shaped by wider social processes. Thereby, the 
resulting performance we observe is an autobiographical one.  
The self and identity are integral aspects of stand-up comedy, and key lenses through 
which academics can examine discourses of racial, cultural, or ethnic identity. Joanne 
Gilbert is a former comedian who later pursued academia. She notes that the 
autobiographic aspect of stand-up performance is an integral part of being a comedian 
(Gilbert, 1997:317). She also argues that “stand-up comedy is a powerful form of 




and cultural critique” (Gilbert, 1997:317). In her own experience in stand-up comedy, 
Gilbert created a ‘comic character’, explaining that the process involved a selection of 
attributes that she wanted to share with the audience she describes the final product as an 
amalgamation of “onstage and offstage personae” (Gilbert, 1997:317). Stand-up is 
ultimately a performance of oneself, an acting of our social identity, to “stand up’ and be 
who we are” (Smith, 2018:16). Stand-up comedy then becomes about so much more than 
the elicitation of laughter, it becomes a medium through which an individual can 
reflectively engage with themselves and their community’s social position when they 
perform.  
Stand-up requires turning one’s social power and positionality into a medium to 
engage in discourse with the audience (Smith, 2018:15-16). Smith (2018:15-16) describes 
it as turning aspects of the individual into ‘foible’, to generate a response from the 
audience, to turn perceived weaknesses and shame into a social tool. In the moments of a 
comedy show where a comedian discloses their personal background and social position, 
the narratives and jokes become more than a medium of comedy; they become an 
opportunity for discourse between individuals (Smith, 2018:16). This is the reason for 
taking stand-up comedy and comedians as a very legitimate focus for anthropological 
inquiry that aims to attend to ethnicity and identity, as comedy and stand-up provide a 
space to share ones personal, social, and political experiences and stories. Stand-up is thus 
an art form that is simultaneously autobiographical and dialogical, that uses comedy and 
humour to engage in dialogue. From an academic perspective it is critical to examine how 
comedy and humour are defined, and importantly, the major theories in academia that are 




Defining the concepts of comedy, humour and their function 
Central to this research are the concepts of, and cultural practices surrounding 
comedy and humour. It is crucial to define these terms – acknowledging also that they are 
approached differently through different disciplinary frames. The Online Third Edition 
Oxford English Dictionary defines comedy as “a funny or farcical incident, action, or 
predicament; esp. one that involves confusion, misunderstanding, or mistaken identity” 
(OED Third Edition, 2015). Stand-up comedy is one contemporary genre of comedic 
performance. In contemporary media there has been a large rise in satirical and political 
comedy shows, such as; The Daily Show with Jon Stewart or Trevor Noah, Samantha 
Bee’s Full Frontal, John Oliver’s Last Week Tonight, or Bill Maher’s Real Time (Goltz, 
2017:9). These shows are also an example of the growing cultural capital of stand-up 
comics within the contemporary landscape of media, as these comics take on a role of not 
only comedians but journalistic shows that provide critique and commentary on wider 
social events on an often more accessible medium of cable TV shows (Goltz, 2017:9). 
Within stand-up, however, the intention of the comedian plays a critical role in the social 
function of the jokes and comedy presented throughout the performances. Dirk Eitzen 
(2012:2-3) argues that to understand comedy we must understand the nature of humour, as 
comedy is derived from it. As Eitzen also argues in his case study of the 2004 film Shaun 
of the Dead directed by Edgar Wright, “humour is something that we perceive viscerally, 
directly, more or less automatically” (Eitzen, 2012:2). The comedy on display in the film 
does not require strict analysis of the protagonists behaviour or even the knowledge that 
the movie is a satire. As an audience we find it funny. Thus, the quality or practice of 
comedy hinges on the wider phenomenon of humour. 
The Oxford Dictionary defines humour as “the ability of a person to appreciate or 




Edition, 2015). Anthropologist Henk Driessen (2001:7992-7993) in Jokes and Joking 
refers to the terms joking, humour and laughter as “expressive culture”, noting the 
interchangeability of the terms. Driessen (2001:7992-7993) explores how they reflect an 
individual’s attempt to entice joy and mirth, usually taking different forms such as a 
narrative or action and involving the transgression of social boundaries or rules. 
Anthropological theories on humour have captured that it is a subjective cultural 
construction, that serves different functions depending on the form used. Driessen (2001) 
describes four different forms of joking and the intent or function of them. Benign joking 
is an informal and harmless form of humour, used mainly for diversion and repose 
(Driessen, 2001:7993). The second form of joking discussed is described as “wit, banter, 
persiflage, or punning” (Driessen, 2001:7994), forms of humour which typically use irony 
to grapple with the changes in individuals’ lives. Black/Gallows humour takes negative 
aspects of reality like tragedy and misery and mocks them (Driessen, 2001:7994). The 
final form of humour that Driessen (2001:7994) discusses is satire which is often used to 
criticize authority, social conventions to question aspects of our social reality. When 
studying humour, it is important to note that it is relative and subjective (Driessen, 
2001:7993). But while anthropological authors have provided these rich and situated 
studies of practices of comedy, research in this area has also more widely based on 
research driven by the desire to understand how humour and laughter works at a cognitive 
and psychological level, as well as a sociological one. Three key (or ‘traditional’) theories 
of humour arose from this – relief theory, superiority theory, and incongruity theory - 
which I now briefly summarise. 
Relief theory originated from the field of psychology and was proposed by 
Sigmund Freud in his study of the mechanics and impact of jokes on the subconscious in 




create dialogue between different parties, and from the dialogue lessen any social tension 
between the two groups. Relief theory as a result argues that humour is used to relieve 
tensions in individuals social worlds to bring different groups together (Green and Linders, 
2016:244). Through relief theory, a joke or comedic act is funny when feelings of 
discomfort release any inherent tension in social situations (Green and Linders, 2016:243).  
Superiority theory has an even longer history in sociological interpretations of 
humour (Green and Linders, 2016:244), and in fact traces its roots even further back, to 
Greek philosophy. Superiority theory argues that comedy and humour can further 
segregate groups from each other (Green and Linders, 2016:244). Humour at the expense 
of out-group members can result in the reinforcement of ideas of superiority among 
individuals in the in-group (Green and Linders, 2016:244). One view of sociology is that 
by laughing at the out-group, the in-group feels united by a sense of superiority (Green and 
Linders, 2016:244).  
The third theory is incongruity theory, which states that it is the surprise in joking 
and comedy creates humour as it is used to violate and question social norms (Green and 
Linders, (2016:244). It is in the pervasiveness of humour in everyday life and comedic 
settings that incongruous humour shines as one of its key social functions (Green and 
Linders, 2016:244). A Chapelle Show sketch titled Blind Supremacy for example shows a 
violation of social norms in surprising ways which is the funny part, and is an example of 
comedy that supports incongruity theory This sketch focuses on a blind white supremacist 
named Clayton Bigsby, who is unaware that he is a black man (Green and Linders, 
2016:245). The authors explain that Chappelle’s use of irony and incongruent humour 
promote his perspective on “the ridiculousness of racially based hatred” (Green and 




To expand on this discussion on theories of humour, comedy, and their functions, 
Double (1997:91) explains that in his personal experience “Joke = Incongruity + Faith”. 
Double (1997:91) argues that it is easy for anybody to think of incongruities, and to base 
material on them in the form of puns or unlikely combinations. However, a comedian can 
make an audience believe they are funny and that they are allowed to laugh at the material 
presented to them (Double, 1997:91).  As he argues, at its core stand-up is “about creating 
the right frame of mind in the audience” (Double, 1997:154), making them believe in the 
comedian as a performer and entertainer. Because of this an important aspect of stand-up is 
impression management, since the most critical impression one can give the audience is 
that you as a comic are in control of the situation, and that you as a stand-up know what 
you are doing (Double, 1997:132). It is about manipulation, as Samuel Graydon (2016:26) 
and other academics (Fox, 2017 and Dore 2017) have similarly acknowledged in the work 
of Sophie Quirk. As Graydon (2016:26) explained, a key aspect of stand-up comedy that 
Sophie Quirk also demonstrates in her work on Why Stand-up Matters is that “comics can 
actively influence their audiences' thoughts and actions”. It is in fact a skill of the 
comedian to make an audience believe in the comics viewpoint and argument while also 
laughing throughout their set (Graydon, 2016:26). Brodie (2014:6) reinforces this position 
by stating that the stand-up is in a place of re-affirming their right to be the one to reveal 
these incongruities to the audience present.  
Double concludes his book by stating; 
The point of all this is that comedy is too complicated and mysterious to be 
tied down by a simple formula (Double, 1997:246). 
While it is important to acknowledge academic theory on stand-up, it is also 




creating the right impression and influencing the audience’s frame of mind to believe in a 
comic’s skills to be funny. As Dustin Goltz explains contemporary stand-ups have taken 
on a more political role and “do more than “tell jokes”” (Goltz, 2017:9). 
Stand-up comics and their contemporary role 
Comedians in our contemporary landscape are entertainers. However, as noted by 
Goltz (2017:1), the stand-up comedian has taken on a larger role one that is more political 
in its nature, emphasising “the cultural and political stakes of comedy”. With the rise of 
comedy shows that are ingrained with political criticism and critiques of news stories, 
these comedy shows have taken on a role of a source of not only entertainment but of 
information and news, though one with a more critical bias and view (Goltz, 2017:9). As a 
result many engage with the comedic work of these comedians “as if it were parallel to 
political speech” (Goltz, 2017:6). This is because within their political critiques and 
analysis of news stories these more political comedians have become advocates and 
provided voices for many different social positions and issues, such body shaming, police 
brutality, Islamophobia, or gun control (Goltz, 2017:9). These comedians are engaging 
with the audience and their work can be read as trying to encourage reflexivity and 
challenge ideological frameworks and positions of power through comedy (Goltz, 
2017:12). As Kate Fox (2017:93) in her review of Quirk’s work highlights, contemporary 
research indicated that comedians can entice change; that they are active agents who can 
reaffirm or critique stereotypes, and that they can provide the audience with information 
on contemporary topics and importantly, alter the opinions of those they perform to. 
Brodie (2017:20) argues that within the performance of stand up there is; 
a mutual understanding between audience and performer that what is said in 




However, to assert that these individuals who garner respect and social capital from 
their occupation do not have an impact at times with their work would be disingenuous. As 
Fox (2017:93) notes in her analysis of Quirks work in stand-up, just one gig or one 
comedian can have a subtle and incremental impact in the perceptions of the audience they 
perform too. While they might not influence the majority of the audience, even if a comic 
has an impact on the perception of one audience member it is not trivial (Fox, 2017:93). 
Margherita Dore (2017:111) in her review of Quirk’s work captures her concluding 
argument which is that stand-up can change the world ‘slowly but steadily’. Stand-up, 
Quirk argues, can create dialogue between audience members, broadening viewpoints and 
perspectives and igniting change as a result (Dore, 2017:91). Dore (2017:91) captures that 
while this change is normally short term it also at times can have long term implications. It 
is important to acknowledge that while stand-up at its core is a form of entertainment, due 
to the growing perceptions of comedians in contemporary culture there is an important 
political and cultural impact of stand-up. Crucially though as Brodie captures; 
The contemporary stand-up comedian does something more than tell jokes, but 
they must still “be funny” (Brodie, 2017:13). 
It is crucial to emphasise that while some comedians have taken on a larger role than 
just entertainer by becoming social and political critiques with a large audience, they are at 
their cores still entertainers and must remain funny. Importantly, not all comedians become 
political or even garner large audiences and followings. Many stand-ups remain 
completely unknown or invisible in comparison to larger more famous comedians. Yet as 
one comedian, one gig, can still have an impact on an audience, even if it is just one 
individual. For comedians, as Goltz (2017:20) notes, are artists who through their material 




impact of stand-up and comedy in a political and social sphere is most observable within 
the framework of ethnic or ‘marginal’ humour.  
Ethnic humour in stand-up comedy 
At its core, ethnic humour is about power differentials (Banjo, 2011). Ethnic 
humour is an emic attempt to influence the wider social environment through a critique of 
out-group treatment (Gilbert, 1997:326). According to existing literature, one possible 
consequence is that by engaging with ethnic humour, there is the potential to strengthen 
existing norms and stereotypes of ethnic groups, and in turn validate these “racialized 
social experiences” (Green and Linders, 2016:245). Another consequence is the 
encouragement of internal reflection on existing racial prejudices and the negative 
outcomes of racism, stereotyping and discrimination (Green and Linders, 2016:245). This 
helps us understand that ethnic humour in stand-up can have varying consequences in its 
execution on stage by comedians depending on their own ethnicity, and intentions (as my 
own findings in chapters six and seven show). 
The effectiveness of ethnic humour to counter racism is influenced by three factors. 
Firstly, it depends on the cultural knowledge of individuals in the audience; a lack of 
interracial experiences may promote acceptance of racial stereotypes of a group (DeCamp, 
2017:331). Banjo (2011:137) argues that without wider cultural knowledge and context of 
a group, the more accepting of stereotypes an individual will be. Secondly, the 
effectiveness of comedy to change an individual’s construction of an ethnic group depends 
on their upbringing and ‘open-mindedness’ (DeCamp, 2017:331). Lastly, the comedians 
use of personal narratives which provide detailed insight into racial experiences is seen as 
more authentic (DeCamp, 2017:331). Banjo (2011:139) argues these claims by 
highlighting how ethnic humour cannot be interpreted the same by everyone due to the 




insight into the history of stand-up, theories of humour and comedy, the contemporary role 
of stand-up comics and importantly the potential impacts of ethnic humour, the importance 
of studying stand-up through an anthropological lens, particularly through a lens of 
cultural and ethnic identity, has been made apparent. The next section will provide the 
reader with an outline of the thesis and content of following chapters. 
Outline of the thesis 
This thesis begins with a literature review in chapter two focused on  providing a 
contextualised and specific analysis of the history of  New Zealand, before moving to a 
more specific analysis of comedy in New Zealand. Following this I present several 
examples of different New Zealand stand-up’s and comedic directors to showcase the 
range of topics covered within New Zealand comedy and the different styles used. After 
covering the range of background literature, chapter three outlines my methodology, 
reinforcing the importance of considering one’s positionality as an anthropologist going 
into research with participants, particularly by providing some context to the history of 
academia’s relationship with the Māori population. This chapter furthermore explains the 
different methods of data gathering and analysis to this research that were used, including 
content analysis and thematic coding. After detailing the methodological framework that 
grounds this research, chapter four introduces the five interviewed participants of this 
study, providing some insight into them as individuals as well as discussing the importance 
of representation and diversity within the New Zealand comedy scene. Note that for the 
purposes of this research I will refer to them with their first names, as this is the norm in 
the comedy industry, forms a part of their professional identity as comics, and is integral to 
the markers of informality valued in stand-up, and specifically to New Zealand (as I also 




After providing an introduction and insight into the comedians, chapter five moves 
into presenting the first section of my findings, along with a discussion that draws on 
interdisciplinary literature and theory. The chapter begins by providing the reader a 
definition of cultural identity, and discussing how the pursuit of capital, forms an integral 
aspect of the comedians presentation of self. It focuses on the comedians presentation of 
identity and specifically the intersection of ethnic and masculine identity through their 
online branding and professional promotional material, as well as in person. This chapter 
examines how wider New Zealand perceptions of masculinity, as well as Māori 
perceptions of masculine performance influence the comedians’ presentations. Chapter six 
then discusses the influence the audience in New Zealand has on the crafting of material 
and jokes for their sets, discussing how theory of impression management and cultural 
frame switching would suggest the comedians would respond, and how this compares to 
my own observations and their self-reporting on their comedy practices. Chapter seven 
continues the findings and discussion section of the thesis, by speaking to the use of their 
material as a form of resistance to stereotyped preconceptions and issues of racism, 
highlighting the use of comedy for relief and to educate those they perform to of the 
consequences of these narratives. The chapter also explores the potential impact that the 
dominance of white males in the New Zealand comedy scene could have on the Māori 
comedians if any. This is an aspect which was significant to explore, as the lack of 
diversity within the comedy scene can potentially influence audience expectations of 
material and style of humour. Finally, in chapter eight, I present my conclusions for this 






This chapter sought to provide the reader with insight into the research focus and 
central question. It then provided the reader with insight into stand-up, not only by 
exploring the history of the medium, but also by providing insight into the contemporary 
position of stand-up comics today and the more political role they have. Stand-up as 
expressed is an autobiographical art form that is highly dialogical and defined by the 
comics ability to perform and interact with a live audience. This chapter expressed how in 
today’s contemporary landscape comics have taken on a role beyond simply entertainment 
and the solicitation of laughter but have taken on the role of cultural critiques. Using 
comedy at times as a medium of dialogue to address hard pressing social issues, such as 
racism and discrimination. This introduction also provided the reader with the definitions 
of common academic theory on the social roles and functions of comedy and humour, 
critical points of consideration within a study of stand-up. However, as noted, stand-up as 
an art form and communicative medium cannot easily be defined within these theories. 
Ultimately a key aspect of comedy is impression management and the ability to present 
oneself as confident and in control of the comedy act. The chapter also presented the need 
to be aware of ethnic humour, for it is an integral aspect of stand-up for comics of 
ethnic/indigenous groups who are often in the minority of populations. Lastly the chapter 
presented an outline of the thesis and the content of the following chapters. In the 
following chapter I provide some more context about the specific socio-political context of 
New Zealand, as it has shaped and influenced the specific forms of humour that are 





Chapter 2: New Zealand Context and New Zealand Comedy 
Comedy and stand-up take many different forms, simultaneously being an art form 
that is locally specific and yet can cross cultural borders and draw on universal themes. It 
is up to the individual comedian how they approach their work, as it is an art form with 
which the comic has considerable agency to decide how their art will be presented to the 
world: through writing their own scripts and crafting their own performances. Nonetheless, 
the historical and cultural context of the individual comedians, and their audiences, shapes 
both what is presented and how it is received. Thus, for a study focused on stand-up 
comedy within a New Zealand context, it is important for this research to provide some 
insight into the links between comedy and identity in New Zealand. To achieve this, the 
chapter begins by providing some insight into the nation’s history, then exploring the 
importance of postcolonialism, decolonisation, biculturalism, and multiculturalism in 
framing the countries narratives of identity. This involves discussing some of the 
experiences of racism and colonisation that Māori have endured. The chapter then outlines 
a brief history of comedy in New Zealand, detailing the comedy clubs that the comics of 
this study are a part of and providing a glimpse of some comedy groups, individual comics 
and contemporary comedy shows of New Zealand television. Following this is a section 
that provides insight into the definitions for dark, satirical, and deadpan humour, as types 
of humour that have become indicative of New Zealand comedy. From there, this chapter 
will showcase different examples of New Zealand comedians, and how New Zealand 
humour is presented to local and global audiences, using examples that span from stand-up 
to film, providing a more holistic understanding of New Zealand comedy (as a context to 
the specific focus on stand-up, for my own data). Finally, the possible function and 
purpose of comedy by contemporary Māori will be discussed, to provide some insight into 




examination of contemporary Māori comedians’ work demonstrates that their use of 
comedy continues to mark group boundaries and thus be involved in forming, defining, 
and negotiating cultural identity. 
The context of contemporary Aotearoa New Zealand  
New Zealand is a post-colonial nation in the South Pacific. As a nation-state, it is 
grounded in its colonial heritage and the sometimes-fraught relationship with Māori, the 
tangata whenua (people of the land) – the Indigenous population – who suffered loss of 
land, sovereignty, and aspects of cultural identity through colonial movements. The roots 
of a sense of nationality and nationhood for the country, can be traced back to February 
1840. The signing of the Treaty of Waitangi between British colonial forces and Māori can 
be seen as a marker for the forging of a sense of “national unity” between the two 
communities (Smits, 2019:104). Because of this many discriminatory and racist practices, 
policies and ideas pervaded New Zealand long after the treaty was signed – from the 
suppression of Māori language, to the Tuhonga Suppression Act, to perpetuations of 
entrenched stereotypes of violence or ignorance in media. While there has been shifts in 
policies to be more open to ethnic diversity, and by extension the treatment of Māori, 
racism towards ethnic and minority groups is still highly prevalent within the country, with 
deep inequalities in areas such as health and education (Taonui, 2019).Yet generations of 
Māori activist efforts have brought degrees of social change and reclamation of political 
power, that have led to the country being described today as postcolonial in academic 
circles. 
Postcolonialism describes a group of people or societies that have gone through “a 
process of formal decolonisation” (Sidaway, 2000:594). A critical aspect of 
postcolonialism to address is that of decolonisation - framed as a pursuit for political 




determine (Achiume, 2019:1518). Decolonisation broadly is much more than just a 
negotiation and change in the management of state power (Schayegh and Di-Capua, 
2020:137). As Schayegh and Di-Capua (2020:138) argue it is often political, economic, 
and cultural in its nature and pursuit of change. Decolonisation as a sum of its parts was 
significant for reconfiguring and establishing politiocultural action and reframing 
communities that were colonised (Schayegh and Di-Capua, 2020:141).  
At its core, postcolonialism is about reconstructing Western knowledge and the 
power structure within it (Young, 2012:20). The postcolonial has always focused on 
“interrogating the interrelated histories of violence, domination, inequality, and injustice” 
(Young, 2012:20). In this thesis I consider New Zealand as a post-colonial nation because 
of the country’s pursuit of amendment and reconciliation towards the Māori community, 
with a prevalent discourse between the two communities regarding the pursuit of equal 
rights and return of land. However, I also note that this has not always been the case with 
the early treatment of Māori in this country and at times the contemporary treatment and 
representation of Māori. Nonetheless, in focusing my own study on individual practices 
and performances of cultural identity among Māori comedians, it is important to note the 
wider context of colonial and decolonising histories and practices in New Zealand as part 
of the socio-political landscape in which these comedians live and practice.   
Decolonisation, as a practice and process, has been important for minorities and 
indigenous groups to address matters of racism and discrimination, as can be seen by the 
experiences of Māori in New Zealand and similar experiences of African Americans in the 
United States of America, all in the pursuit of tino rangatiratanga (self-determination) 
(Keane, 2011). The resonance of Māori activists groups with African American activist 
groups can be applied to the shared experiences and discriminatory treatment endured by 




an extent. A key difference is that African Americans endured slavery and removal from 
their homelands while Māori experienced invasion, colonisation, and marginalisation 
within their own country. There have been many activist groups that Māori were a part of 
including Nga Tamatoa (The Warriors), a Māori activist group that throughout the 1970’s 
promoted Māori rights, sought to fight against discrimination, and confronted injustices. 
The group consisted mainly of university-educated Māori who were displeased by 
continual confiscation of land and the degradation of the Māori language (Keane, 2011). 
Ngā Tamatoa was inspired by the Black Panther Party and the American Indian Movement 
(Keane, 2011). Similarly, the influence of the recent Black Lives Matter Movement has 
had a strong cultural impact in contemporary New Zealand (Keane, 2011). In response to 
treatment during and post colonialism which othered the Māori community (Hokowhitu, 
2004:266), decolonising activist movements promoted narratives of reclaiming rights and 
reinforcing the legitimacy of the Māori community and culture.  
When discussing decolonisation in the context of New Zealand, it is important to 
understand the contemporary ethnic and cultural make-up of the country, and in particular 
the concepts of biculturalism, and multiculturalism. Multiculturalism can refer to diversity 
within the demographics of a country, or in a political sense the government programs 
designed to “protect, preserve and promote minority cultures”, or to the seeking of 
recognition by those communities (Smits, 2019:104). Due to various waves of 
immigration, and shifting political tides, both can apply to New Zealand. It is important to 
note that New Zealand was only recently referred to as “multicultural” in the 1970’s and 
has come to typically define the ‘polyethnic diversity’ within the country because of 
growing immigration from non-European communities (Smits, 2020:104). However, as 
noted before, the importance of the relationship between Māori and Pākehā was a key 




refers to two groups  - Māori and Pākehā – as the basis for New Zealand’s identity as a 
nation. Like multiculturalism, the term can refer to political policies that were focused on 
matters like land claims and treaty breaches (Smits, 2019:110), thus representing an 
ideological and political statement specific to a place and time rather than just a 
demographic reality. 
Māori relationship with Pākehā is central regarding the countries development as a 
nation. However, as the country has developed, so too has the diversity of the country. As 
can be seen by the implementation of different policies, the increase in immigration 
reflects the country’s polyethnic diversity. Smits (2019:107) notes that the past two 
decades reflected a significant growth in the diversity of the population. In the 2013 census 
74% identified as European, 14.9% identified as Māori, followed by 11.8% as Asian 
(Smits, 2019:107).  Within this included Indian, Chinese, Korean, Filipino and Japanese 
(Smits, 2019:107). 7.4% identified as Pacific Islander, this included Samoan, Cook 
Islander and Tongan, and 1.2% identified as Middle Eastern, Latin American, or African 
(Smits, 2019:107). The diversity of the New Zealand population showcases a strong multi-
cultural population and the changes in recent policies reflect the country’s changing 
framework from a bi-cultural narrative to a more multicultural one. 
As noted by Smits (2019:109) the relationship between Māori and Pākehā is the 
central bicultural relationship within NZ. For Māori the pursuit of rights, acknowledgment 
and equality continues to be an important aspect of the contemporary New Zealand social 
climate (Smits, 2019:109). In the latter quarter of the 20th century there was a re-
establishment of Māori identity, one that acknowledged that the construction of Māori 
identity prior was one of academics and writers often of Pākehā descent (Stuart, 2003:49). 




history, as Māori came to redefine and express the key values of their cultural identity and 
define it within their own culture (Stuart, 2003:49).  
Redefining Māori identity was of critical importance, as dominant narratives 
presented by mainstream media perpetuate negative constructions of Māoridom based on  
news stories about poor achievement in education, poor health, high crime 
rates, mental health, prison populations, unemployment and so on (Stuart, 
2003:50).  
An important aspect to countering dominant narratives of stereotypes and racism 
perpetuated by mainstream media was to counter it using Māori forms of media. The 
accepted objective of Māori media, such as Māori TV and Māori Radio, was to promote 
Māori language and cultural values to the wider NZ population through a medium in 
which they were in control (Stuart, 2003:46). Importantly, a key aim of Māori media is 
seeking to educate individuals on the language and core beliefs of the community, and 
promoting positive aspects of the community that mainstream media intentionally ignored 
(Stuart, 2003:46). The Māori renaissance saw a rise in the use of media and Māori voices 
to counter harmful narratives and generalisations. Increasing success of Māori stand-up 
comedians also achieves this goal, and is a reason that this study is valuable, and timely. In 
the next section I share more about the history and context of the genre of stand-up 
comedy, to illustrate this significance. 
The history of comedy in New Zealand 
Since the rise of ‘stand-up’ in the 1960’s, the ways in which comics engage with 
audiences have changed over time as different forms of media developed. The New 
Zealand comedy scene is built upon many different mediums, such as live performances 




comedy shows. There are many different expressions of comedy that one can account for 
within New Zealand, but the heart of stand-up is in the comedy clubs and open mic night 
at bars. Due to the location of the comedians centred in this research project being 
primarily in the Manawatū region and in Auckland city, the two main clubs studied are 
The Comedy Hub in Palmerston North and The Classic in Auckland. The Classic is a 
venue dedicated to live comedy. The Comedy Hub is a production business, and uses 
venues that are used for multi-purpose. The comedians noted that they do go to smaller 
clubs and bars occasionally to try new material and to experience a different atmosphere. 
Here comedians may participate in open mic sessions, or smaller shows with a line-up of 
different comedians – sometimes ‘free’ to audiences at a particular venue, sometimes paid. 
Comedians may also book venues to perform solo shows throughout the year - like 
Jamaine’s Good Life or group shows such as Jamaine’s Frickin Dangerous Bro or Heta’s 
My Country. They also perform in large events such as the NZ Comedy Gala or The New 
Zealand Fringe Festival, which involve ticketed sessions from a variety of comedians over 
the course of a few days. Sometimes these shows are recorded for broadcast (or streamed) 
television, or informally uploaded to YouTube or similar online platforms. Outside of 
recordings of live sets, key broadcast outlets for New Zealand comedians include national 
television comedy. Often these are formatted comedy sketch shows, or quiz shows – some 
scripted and some improvised - such as 7 Days and Jono and Ben at 10, or Funny Girls. 
Another medium is through online channels like Jimi Jackson and How to Dad. Shows 
broadcast on television or uploaded online are more accessible to those with limited 
disposable income to go to shows. It is important to acknowledge that in New Zealand 
comedy while there are female comedians and comics of many ethnic groups performing 




New Zealand comedy has achieved popularity and success on a global stage. 
Oscar-winner (and 2018 New Zealand person of the year) Taika Waititi has had a huge 
cultural impact, revered internationally for his comedic films from Boy (2010), What We 
Do in the Shadows (2014), Hunt for the Wilderpeople (2016) to his more recent Jojo 
Rabbit (2019). Predating this, popular New Zealand comedy music duo, Flight of the 
Conchords comprised of Bret McKenzie and Jemaine Clement, has had international fame 
and success. Mckenzie, Clement and Waititi popularised the expected laconic and dry 
humour of New Zealand comics with their mainstream and international success. Other 
New Zealand comedians are also garnering success and popularity including in the field of 
stand-up, with Urzila Carlson being the first New Zealand comedian to get her own Netflix 
special which was released in July 2020. New Zealand comedy has become recognised and 
marketable throughout the growth and range of stand-up comedians in recent years. 
Examples of New Zealand comedic styles 
Examining New Zealand comedy acts today - satirical, dark, deadpan, and laconic 
humour - are now considered characteristic of New Zealand comedy. In exploring the 
different styles that characterise New Zealand comedy it assists in understanding how 
comedy is being used by contemporary Māori comedians. However, before exploring 
examples of New Zealand comedians and the impact they had on the local comedy scene, 
it is important to provide context on the construction of each comedic form.  
The first form of comedy that will be explored is that of dead pan and laconic 
humour, as the two have become integral markers of New Zealand comedy often used 
synchronously. Deadpan humour does not give the listener of the joke any indication on 
how they are meant to respond to it, except as funny (Bercovitch, 2002:91). There are no 
physical or emotional tells, these are “strategically concealed in the flow of humour” 




tense understatement (Holm, 2019:52). It is a nonchalance and relaxed performance often 
defined by its embodiment of emotional repression and underperformance (Holm, 
2019:52). John Clarke is responsible for the popularity of the term and as Holm (2019:52) 
observes was part of his satirical routine questioning the often-removed nature of 
politicians. 
Satire, for the purposes of this study, draws heavily on the definition provided by 
Anne Forsyth (2012) in her thesis. She explains that satire is “a form of rhetoric that 
attacks, ridicules, or exposes vice, folly or stupidity” (Forsyth, 2012:1), used by comedians 
to influence the perception of audience members. Forsyth (2012:3) suggests that satire is 
appealing because it is funny, topical, and shocking while being grounded in realistic and 
often critical views. Satire is effective when it reaches its intended audience, shining light 
on the issues they wished to discuss (Forsyth, 2012:9-10). 
Dark humour, or black humour, is a form of comedy that makes audiences question 
the world they live in. As David Seed (2009:159) explains, black humour is defined by its 
melancholy nature, used to convey a sense of absurdity regarding matters of the world. 
Dark humour rearranges what is typically considered tragic material in a comical way, to 
transgress social norms offering no response other than to laugh (Colletta, 2003b:28-29). 
Often, the protagonists of black humour are the victim of circumstance, and it is used to 
point out the chaos and macabre aspects of the world through the medium of comedy 
(Seed, 2009:161). The focus on the individual makes dark humour compelling, as it 
encapsulates how individuals protect themselves from overwhelming feelings of 
powerlessness and loneliness by making the situation humorous (Colletta, 2003a:7).  
In a New Zealand context, linguists Janet Holmes and Jennifer Hay (1997:128) 




Hay (1997:127-128) outline, an important aspect of humour and the appreciation of jokes 
is shared cultural backgrounds. In examining the interactions between young Māori 
Holmes and Hay (1997:133) found humour was often used to signal their ethnic identity 
and maintain ethnic boundaries. Humour was used to deepen similarities and group 
identities. This included recounting similar personal or group experiences and their 
reactions to these accounts, and matters related to their cultural background (Holmes and 
Hay, 1997:134). Holmes and Hay (1997:134) referred to this as the ‘solidarity’ function of 
humour. Promoting similarities and group boundaries was the most common use of 
humour because of ingrained power differences between Māori and Pākehā (Holmes and 
Hay, 1997:134). Though Māori may not consciously reflect upon these differences, they 
can be brought into focus through different means, such as comedy and humour (Holmes 
and Hay, 1997:135). 
The typical function of humour in the context of Māori is as a strategy to deal with 
the lower socio-economic position community is in, and in turn resist stereotypical and 
racist conceptions of the community (Holmes and Hay, 1997:135). This concurs with some 
of the theories of comedy and humour explored previously in chapter one, that humour can 
be used to express group norms and values, as well as strengthen them (Holmes and Hay, 
1997:135). Holmes and Hay’s study provides an important insight into expected uses of 
comedy by Māori comedians, as the treatment of Māori has not significantly shifted from 
the time of the research. In the next section I briefly examine comedians John Clarke, 
Flight of the Conchords, Taika Waititi, and Billy T. James, as they provide some insight 
into different forms and uses of comedy (as well as masculine presentation) within New 
Zealand. Other comedians that have had an impact within the New Zealand comedy scene 
which I considered covering but did not include; Rose Matafeo, The Topp Twins, Mike 




diverse and representative sample in the beginning of this research process, it was 
happenstance that only male comedians responded to the recruitment advertisement to 
participate in this study. Thus it also allowed for a brief examination regarding masculine 
presentation in stand-up secondary to the exploration of Māori performance and use of 
comedy in stand-up. 
John Clarke & Fred Dagg – An example of satire in New Zealand comedy 
John Clarke was an iconic and beloved comedian until his death in 2017. He is 
better known in New Zealand by his comedy character Fred Dagg (Horan and Matthews, 
2019:167 and Rolfe, 2019:28-29). Fred Dagg was described as an archetypical “Kiwi 
male”, one who lived “in the ‘real’ rural heartland of the country outside Auckland who 
dressed in gumboots, tattered shorts, and a black singlet (Rolfe, 2019:28-29). The 
“vernacular and nasal twang” was key to presenting the growing New Zealand voice 
regarding matters of politics in an accessible manner, and the character was a compilation 
of people from Clarke’s childhood who were simultaneously subtle and unsubtle in their 
conversations (Rolfe, 2019:29). Fred Dagg can be examined as a cultural marker of ‘The 
Bloke’, a reserved rugby and beer loving individual, embodying hegemonic perceptions of 
Kiwi masculinity (Rolfe, 2019:29).  
The medium of ‘The Bloke’, much like in early comic writing in New Zealand, 
served as a tool for Clarke to express satire and social critique, a trend in New Zealand 
comedy. Fred Dagg became an effective medium through which Clarke not only 
questioned wider social and political issues, but also reflected on the country’s comedic 
history. Clarke and his character Fred Dagg are remembered with fondness, as “a man 
from the audience” (Horan and Mathews, 2019:180), speaking with the voice of the people 
and provoking reflexive and engaging thoughts from his audience on wider social issues. 




with Clarke’s positions and views of local politics, through which he challenged the wider 
New Zealand population to reflect upon wider political and social issues. 
Flight of the Conchords – Deadpan humour in New Zealand comedy 
Bret McKenzie and Jemaine Clement make up the comedy music duo Flight of the 
Conchords. They have had a significant cultural impact on New Zealand comedy, with 
wide reaching success and cult followings nationally and internationally (Horan and 
Matthews, 2019:283). The style of humour that the Flight of the Conchords presented as 
comedy musicians was grounded in cleverly written lyrics that were both wry and self-
deprecating (Horan and Matthews, 2019:287). Within the self-deprecation was an innate 
awareness and reflexivity of wider social issues that was subtly ingrained within their 
comedy. Their comedy and overall performance was enhanced by a style of nonchalance 
during a time when comedians were striving to present themselves in an image of 
professionalism (Horan and Matthews, 2019:287). Like Fred Dagg, Flight of the 
Conchords were relatable due to their dressed down and nonchalant approach. 
Furthermore, their use of awkwardness and deadpan humour in their songs added 
to their comedic success. In a 2008 interview with Maxim magazine, Clement explained 
that “People from New Zealand have a reputation for being boring, which we definitely 
play up on the show” (as cited in Horan and Matthews, 2019:291). Horan and Matthews 
(2019:291) suggest that thanks to the likes of Flight of the Conchords and Taika Waititi, 
“awkwardness is now seen internationally as a  hallmark of New Zealand comedy”. Flight 
of the Conchords’ humour came from a “distinctly unmacho place”, one that questioned 
conceptions of masculinity by appearing awkward and not in control, unlike many comedy 
acts of the time (Horan and Matthews, 2019:287). Flight of the Conchords “made comedy 




Through a persona of awkwardness, the duo effectively used laconic and deadpan humour 
to cover and critique a wide range of social issues. 
Taika Waititi – An example of dark humour in New Zealand comedy 
Another example of an influential comedian whose work reflects ideas of identity 
is Māori comedian and director Taika Waititi, who before moving into the film industry 
had experience as a stand-up comedian. Waititi’s films provide examples of the 
complexities of Māori identity in contemporary New Zealand. Waititi utilises both satire 
and deadpan humour along with dark humour throughout most of his films, incorporating 
many of the styles that have become described as a marker of New Zealand comedy. 
Writer Dan Taipua (as cited in Horan and Matthews, 2019:310) noted that there is a 
consistent theme across many of his films of the “comedy of deflation”, otherwise known 
as deadpan humour. Through satirical and dark comedy, Waititi brings down his 
characters, eliminating their ego by making them the subject of the joke, as well as taking 
dramatic tension away from serious scenes (Horan and Matthews, 2019:310). 
Waititi’s films provide excellent examples of this, such as his 2016 film Hunt for 
the Wilderpeople. The film focuses on Ricky Baker, a troubled child left in social services 
who is on his final chance to either stay with his new foster family or go to juvenile hall 
(Rusechmann, 2018:152-153). Waititi uses the perspective of a young Māori teenager and 
his experiences with social services to highlight “the tensions and contradictions” of 
growing up in a culture that is dominated by social stereotypes of Māori and can often be 
unjust and cruel (Eva Rueschmann, 2018:153). The way adults and the social system treat 
Ricky questions the “bicultural” narrative of New Zealand in its promise for equal rights 
between Pākehā and Māori by highlighting the significant social and economic inequalities 




effectively use comedy to address wider social issues and bring to light the significant 
ethnic boundaries that are prevalent in New Zealand. 
Billy T. James – Ethnic humour and Māori identity in New Zealand comedy 
The last comedian this research will examine is the Māori comedian Billy T. 
James. The Billy T. James Show was at the centre of cultural identity conversations in New 
Zealand in the 80’s. The show was between both Māori and Pākehā worlds at a time where 
there was growing awareness of how Māori culture had been appropriated by Pākehā 
(Horan and Matthews, 2019:191). For many Māori writers and authors during the Māori 
renaissance there was particularly importance placed on telling and creating one’s own 
stories (Horan and Matthews, 2019:191). James described his comedy as in the tradition of 
ethnic humour and made a lot of sketches revolving around Māori issues and people 
(Horan and Matthews, 2019:198).  These jokes were perceived both from positive and 
negative perspectives, both within Pākehā and Māori perspectives, with one criticism from 
Māori being that joking about Māori culture and identity within the in group was okay but 
going public was not (Horan and Matthews, 2019:195).  
Many of James’ comedy acts on his show were satirical pieces that questioned the 
lack of rights and treatment of Māori. One such series were the sketches titled A History of 
New Zealand (Horan and Matthews, 2019:192). These sketches were an observation on the 
impact of colonisation on Māori. Through his comedy, James would poke fun at the racism 
of Pākehā and undercut the absurdity of it all through dark humour (Horan and Matthews, 
2019:192). James demonstrated how comedy could effectively be used to make the 
audience reflect upon wider social issues that impacted Māori. James’ use of ethnic 
humour continues to resonate with contemporary uses of comedy by Māori comics. The 
use of Waititi’s and James’ comedy highlight the use of comedy by Māori performers and 





This chapter explored New Zealand’s history and construction of its contemporary 
identity, as context for exploring the relationship between cultural identity and comedy. 
Particularly through the exploration of the key themes of decolonisation, postcolonialism 
and the countries bicultural narrative which prided (and continues to pride) itself on the 
Pākehā relationship with Māori, which has shifted to embrace a multicultural narrative. 
However, this has not lessened the issue of racism and inequality for Māori and other 
ethnic groups within New Zealand. From this, the discussion of the chapter shifted focus to 
a history of comedy in New Zealand. Discussing the different styles of comedy that are 
seen in contemporary New Zealand, and different examples of comedians and comedic 
groups. The chapter reinforced how inequality and racism influences the use of comedy by 
Māori, as it becomes used to cement in-group cohesion and address wider societal issues 
and treatment. Māori comedians such as Taika Waititi and Billy T. James used comedy as 
a form of social critique by addressing issues such as poverty, social justice system 
discrimination, land rights and racism. Critical to the current study is the examination of 
contemporary Māori comedians to uncover if they follow similar practices in their use of 
comedy, reinforcing group boundaries with a ‘solidarity’ function in mind, or whether 
there has been a shift in comedy’s use particularly when ethnic humour is concerned. 
Another rich ethnographic angle to consider within these theories is the embodied 
experience of being a comedian, motivations and reasons for material selection and 
choices for self-presentation, speak to the wider socio-political climate that the comedians 





Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 
There are many ways in which anthropologists can approach the topics of identity 
and ethnicity. This chapter outlines the methodological frameworks and specific methods 
used to approach this topic, in relation to the experiences and practices of Māori stand-up 
comedians. It is critical to discuss my own positionality regarding this research and 
importantly provide some background on how a researcher’s “ethnographic toolkit” 
(Reyes’ 2020) shapes the research process. By reflecting upon my own ethnographic 
toolkit and how it influenced my research, the importance of understanding positionality is 
highlighted. This also highlights the value in studying the local and familiar, as opposed to 
the ‘exotic’. 
Following from the discussion on positionality I will then discuss the nuances and 
intricacies of conducting research with Indigenous populations. I provide specific 
examples related to research with the Māori population by drawing on the work of Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith (2012). After providing insight into these critical aspects of the research it 
is important to discuss the methodological frameworks that structured my approach to this 
topic, and the methods by which data was gathered and analysed. These included applying 
a qualitative ethnographic approach, using semi-structured interviews, thematic coding to 
analyse the information participants provided, and lastly used content analysis to look over 
secondary material. More insight into the reasons for selecting each method, and its value 
for the study, will be given in detail later in this chapter.   
Positionality and reflexivity 
When it comes to qualitative study, reflexivity is an integral part of the research 
process. Reflexivity is about understanding how the researcher’s own positionality 
influences the research process (Reyes, 2020:221). The ethnographer is an individual who, 




internal culture and ways of understanding the world that a community or culture has. 
Meadow (2013:473) stresses it is important to acknowledge that the ethnographer is a 
“positioned subject”, in that the researcher occupies a particular position within the field 
site and only gets one perspective of the wider society. Anthropologist Lanita Jacobs-Huey 
(2002:797) explains that when approaching data gathering it is important to recognise that 
the knowledge produced within the ethnographic inquiry is situational and contextual. 
Furthermore, the anthropologist only grasps a “partial” truth and must avoid using the 
narrative they uncover to explain the collective positioning or perspective of the 
community being studied (Jacobs-Huey, 2002:797).  
Reyes (2020:221) argues this point with her term ‘ethnographic toolkit’. An 
ethnographic toolkit refers to the researcher’s many features that influence their access to 
information and the biases in which they analyse the data they collect, such as their social 
capital and backgrounds (Reyes, 2020:221). The aspects that she recognises as visible 
tools, for her, are her Filipina heritage and her US nationality (Reyes, 2020:221-222) - 
both aspects of her social identity. The invisible tools are her social capital and researcher 
status (Reyes, 2020:221-222). The last significant point that she raises regarding the tool 
kit is that it shows “how reflexivity can shape methodological choices and data analysis” 
(Reyes, 2020:221). Understanding positionality as a researcher allows others to better 
understand not only the research process but how it was influenced by their toolkit. A 
critical aspect of the ethnographic toolkit is the use of invisible and visible tools by the 
researcher.  
One ongoing debate within ethnography is regarding researcher’s status’ as 
‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’ of the population they study, and how this in turn can influence 
their work (Reyes, 2020:222). An ‘insider’ is an individual who studies a population that 




different from them (Reyes, 2020:222). The issues regarding the ‘insider’ versus ‘outsider’ 
debate can be seen in the chapter Writing Against Culture by anthropologist Lila Abu-
Lughod (2008), and her discussion on the research difficulties that face feminist and 
‘halfie’ anthropologists, an individual who has some ancestry with the community the 
study but is of mixed heritage or was not raised within the community studied.  
Abu-Lughod argues feminist and ‘halfie’ anthropologists face difficulty when it 
comes to the integrity of their research due to how they unsettle the “boundary between 
self and other” (Abu-Lughod, 2008:466), as the people they tend to study are typically a 
part of their own identity. This brings up a critical argument of the insider/outsider debate - 
that it is hard to be objective about one’s own society or culture, particularly for the case of 
Indigenous or native anthropologists (Abu-Lughod, 2008:467). As Abu-Lughod 
(2008:467) discusses, there was a certain mindset that informed early anthropological 
studies, that anthropologists should study the non-west or ‘exotic’. This mindset has faded 
into the background of anthropological history, though as Abu-Lughod (2008:467) 
describes, a “corrective” agenda that followed because of the impact of previous 
anthropological discourse which continues to influence contemporary anthropological 
studies and discourse. To shed some insight into my own insider/outsider perspective 
regarding my research it is critical to address my own positionality as the ethnographer of 
this study, to place myself within the discourse that I am discussing.  
It may appear I would have the difficulties of being a ‘halfie’ anthropologist, as I 
am part Māori. Yet I argue that is not the case. Though I am part Māori in terms of my 
ethnic heritage, I was not raised Māori, by which I mean I never had contact with my iwi, 
was not provided any detailed knowledge of my whakapapa, and did not develop 
familiarity with tikanga during my upbringing. As such I do not have the potential 




objectivity towards one’s own cultural group. But I also lack some of the advantages, such 
as pre-existing familiarity or insight into Māori cultural frameworks and life worlds.  
My engagement with my own identity is a critical point of reflection, as stated by 
Abu-Lughod surrounding feminist and ‘halfie’ anthropologists – the idea that “the self is 
always a construction” (Abu-Lughod, 2008:468), and never a neutral aspect of an 
individual. Secondly, she describes that the process of “creating a self” in relation to 
another, is centred around repressing or ignoring forms of difference (Abu-Lughod, 
2008:468). I find the arguments put forth in this text, a useful point of connection to my 
own experience of the construction of my ‘self’, in relation to this research project. Rather 
than trying to ignore or disclaim my Māori heritage, I am acknowledging that the 
processes through which my identity and self was constructed were not neutral and was 
grounded in my personal history growing up in a white upper middle-class environment.  
This non-neutrality was made apparent during the recruitment phase of my project. 
At this time I did not refer to myself as Māori, or even as Pākehā, in the initial 
communications I sent out to potential participants. Rather I stated I was a Masters student 
from the University of Otago interested in studying Māori comedians and their 
presentation of their cultural identity on stage. By removing my identity altogether from 
initial discourse, I hoped to get participants who were interested in engaging with my study 
and research based on the merits of the topic itself. However, I found some issues 
regarding getting people to respond to my inquiries regarding their participation. Many of 
the potential participants that got in contact with me asked me to clarify my ethnicity and 
positionality. For many my Māori heritage was enough of a marker of insider-ness that 
they felt comfortable to have an interview with me, for others my disconnection was a 
factor that meant they were not comfortable enough participating. This is an example of 




determined the level of access to certain knowledge and information, showing that 
positionality shapes the research process. 
The researcher is never in a neutral position when it comes to studying any group 
or culture in the social sciences. As such, it is critical to acknowledge that the visible and 
invisible tools in our ethnographic toolkits directly influence how we engage with people 
in our study, the access to information a researcher can have, as well as how an individual 
looks at the viewpoints provided to them (Reyes, 2020:234). By having wider context to 
how a particular group or culture has been studied in the past much like with Reye’s study, 
we can better expect how our own participants might react in the face of a researcher. It is 
essential for the purposes of this study to understand the circumstances and historical 
context surrounding research with Māori, as well as how the study of Indigenous people in 
general has changed and been influenced over time. 
Research with Indigenous and Māori populations 
To understand the importance of contextualising Indigenous populations’ 
experiences with research in the past, one must acknowledge the importance of identity. 
As Lauren Leve states, individuals spend a lot of energy “claiming, cultivating, expressing, 
or bemoaning the lack of it” (Leve, 2011:513), reinforcing how an individual’s sense of 
belonging is a compelling concern in contemporary society. In terms of academic research 
there has been a shift in how the discipline of anthropology represents and writes about 
individuals’ identities and cultures, placing a stronger emphasis on allowing the group that 
researchers study to claim their histories and myths, and for the people in question to 
represent themselves (Leve, 2011:514).  
When it comes to the study of Indigenous populations, Linda Tuhiwai Smith said it 




The word … ‘research’ is probably one of the dirtiest words in the indigenous 
world’s vocabulary. When mentioned in many Indigenous contexts, it stirs up 
silence, it conjures up bad memories, it raises a smile that is knowing and 
distrustful (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012:1). 
As social anthropologist Lily George (2017:107) has detailed, despite the attempts of 
many, New Zealand has a history of silence, one that harkens to a previous deep mistrust 
of anthropologists by Māori. Tuhiwai Smith (2012:280) explains that early academic 
research was based on the European mindset that helped colonise New Zealand which 
privileged rationality and ideas of knowledge as a “convenient tool” to dismiss non-
western ideologies and emphasize their superiority over ‘primitive’ others. This led to 
European evaluations and perceptions of Māori knowledge and history that were often 
incomplete and disregarded the culture as ‘primitive’ (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012:280-281).  
In a cultural sense, the process of colonisation and research by Eurocentric 
researchers stripped Māori of their mana (social standing in one’s community) and 
undermined their rangatiratanga (agency and ability to determine one’s own destiny) 
(Tuhiwai Smith, 2012:284). There have been several approaches designed to make 
research more accessible and considerate to Māori including personal development where 
researchers learn the Indigenous language and attend cultural practices to become more 
knowledgeable of Māori concerns; consultation whereby researchers seek support and 
consent from the community to undertake the research; and lastly making space for 
Indigenous researchers to do their own research and study (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012:291). 
George (2017:108) argued that even as an Indigenous anthropologist there are certain 
expectations of them as a researcher. One of the most critical expectations to consider 
when researching Indigenous populations is in the acknowledgment of the negative effects 




It is through the acknowledgement of the treatment of Indigenous populations that 
researchers can in turn build on their relationships with those they study, as well as more 
effectively get information from their participants. George (2017:108) explains that the 
critical reason Indigenous populations are wary of researchers is because of historical 
trauma, which is understood to be caused from a past traumatic event or events that 
affected or continue to affect a group or population. Colonisation is “the most obvious 
force contributing to the dispossession and denigration of Indigenous peoples” (George, 
2017:108). It is a term interconnected with a multiplicity of events that have had traumatic 
repercussions for Indigenous populations. These events then become part of the social 
researchers approach to study, as they must embody aspects of decolonisation in their 
work when researching Indigenous populations (George, 2017:108). 
The idea of decolonisation, as George (2017:108) argues, is crucial to the research 
process, in that it is important to acknowledge that history and consequences, but also to 
look beyond them. George (2017:110) argues for the discipline to grow, there must be an 
acknowledgement of the history that lies between the researcher and the researched, a 
space for which both parties to negotiate those relationships and converse. It is important 
that anthropologists address that silence that she sees as being prevalent in anthropology 
in recent years. It is only by doing so that the discipline can continue to have meaning for 
Māori in New Zealand and other Indigenous peoples throughout the world (George, 
2017:111). Decolonisation is applicable to many different aspects of the research process. 
One of critical importance in a New Zealand context with studies on Māori is the 
treatment regarding ethics approval. 
In the world of research and ethics approval, what is considered ethical is highly 
contextual due to the differing values and beliefs between different indigenous populations 




discernible difference in their understanding and the application of ethics to specific 
studies. The favoured form of ethics in western practices is the autonomy-orientated 
approach, which aims to provide a stronger level of agency and control to the population 
studied (Hudson, 2009:126). In the pursuit of research, it is critical to stress that ethics 
itself is the product of a western worldview. This worldview upholds the values and beliefs 
of a system of knowledge that is constructed with its own cultural biases and dispositions 
(Hudson, 2009:127). As a result, it is important for research with Indigenous populations 
to engage in a cross-cultural discussion between the group or culture being studied 
(Hudson, 2009:127). As research has progressed with its study of indigenous populations, 
ethics committees carry a more critical role, becoming mediators of cultural negotiation 
(Hudson, 2009:127).  
Hudson (2009:128) notes that the need for cultural negotiation can be seen in how 
ethics committees operate in New Zealand, as researchers who chose to place their study 
within a Māori or Indigenous paradigm will find that western based values of ethics 
committees may be incongruent. As Hudson (2009:126) observed parallels can be drawn 
between western ethics and Māori values, however there are key differences that must be 
considered. In the case of research on Māori, ethics committees typically review the 
project for the research’s focus on Māori goals and development, resources, treatment in 
academic studies and development of traditional knowledge (Hudson, 2009:126).What is 
considered relevant and ethical in the context of research on Māori, as highlighted by 
Hudson, is grounded by a more cultural perspective. This cultural perspective also 
underlines a critical aspect of doing research with Indigenous populations, that being the 
need for respect of Indigenous knowledge and the cultural relevance and context in which 




There are three themes that must be considered when studying under an Indigenous 
ethical framework, these are respect, control, and reciprocity (Hudson, 2009:128). Respect 
in this context refers to the recognition of the studied group as the sole owners of their 
cultural knowledge and traditions (Hudson, 2009:128). Control is concerned with the 
amount of influence and ability the Indigenous people of the study have in the involvement 
of the study, such as negotiating what is being recorded or finalized (Hudson, 2009:128). 
The last aspect is reciprocity, this is the understanding that there will be some form of 
mutual benefit to the Indigenous population researched, typically one that will be equally 
shared with the population (Hudson, 2009:128). In the context of New Zealand Māori, 
consultation is another essential aspect of the research process regarding the undertaking 
of studies on or with Māori. My research process, alongside applying for standard ethics 
approval, included a consultation with the Ngai Tahi Research Consultation Committee – a 
mandated consultation process that provides feedback and guidance before data-gathering 
commences. d 
As Hudson (2009:129) points out the idea of consultation is a very well-known 
theme of Indigenous consideration studies and literature. Research on Māori in New 
Zealand is usually grounded in its consultation with local representatives (Hudson, 
2019:129). Ethics committees assess how much researchers have engaged with the local 
community to determine the studies relevance and usefulness to the Indigenous population 
(Hudson, 2009:129). Recognition from the local tribes and sub-tribes, known as hapu and 
iwi, in the area is considered important for Māori research (Hudson, 2009:129). The high 
level of community involvement by Māori in New Zealand influences contemporary 
research and that does not exclude this study. Consultation made sure the proposed 




sensitive manner. This research was grounded not only within a culturally sensitive 
manner, but within an ethnographic one.  
Ethical considerations 
Ethics approval for this study was given by The Human Ethics Committee at the 
University of Otago, the reference number for this study is D20/206, and it was 
categorised as category B research. The study was conducted ethically only using the 
material of the interviews and promotional and set material with the informed consent of 
those participating. Each participant was given an information sheet when they displayed 
interest in participating. The data collected throughout the research process, was securely 
stored only on the personal computer of the researcher, and shared only with my 
supervisor. The only personal information gathered and recorded for the purposes of this 
study was demographic details provided by the participants themselves. Furthermore, 
options were provided to give the participants the choice of anonymity if they preferred 
and I adhered to their requests. Before submitting the final publication of this research, I 
sent copies of the drafts to the comedians to get their final thoughts and introspection 
regarding my handling of their quotes and presentation of them. Any feedback they had I 
incorporated and adhered to. It is also important to note that the participants had the option 
to not answer questions in the interview and at any point withdraw their consent to 
participate throughout the research process with no detriment to them or the study. 
Another important aspect of this study that adhered to ethical standards was the 
handling of the death of one of my participants, Jade Moses. During this research Jade 
passed away after our interview, but before the thesis was completed. Jade had provided 
his verbal consent for the use of the interview material for the study during the interview 
process, so while it adhered to ethical standards to use the material, I still sought guidance 




consultation with the Human Research Ethics Committee, we concluded it was appropriate 
to continue to use the material and honour what Jade had decided to share. However, I 
personally had reached out to the family of Jade to make sure they also consented to the 
continued use of his material. I reached out to the Comedy Hub who helped me get in 
contact with Jade’s mother Claudia, to which I was grateful for their assistance. Claudia 
was more than happy for me to continue to use Jade’s interview material for my research, 
due to his passion and love for stand-up. I am grateful for Jade’s families support and 
consent to continue to use his interview as it allows me to share some insight into his story 
and passion for stand-up. 
Qualitative ethnographic study and interviewing 
 This research was grounded within a qualitative ethnographic framework. As 
anthropologist Thomas Erikson (2015:32-34) explained, ethnography is the study of 
people, their cultures, and their lived experiences. Ethnography is characterised by 
participant observation with the goal being the immersion of oneself in the social and 
cultural worlds of those studied (Erikson, 2015:32-34). Professor of sociology Vasco Lub 
(2015:4) describes reflexivity as critical to qualitative study to understand the validity of 
the findings, as the researcher has inherent influence on the study itself. The validity of 
qualitative data has been a concern since the 1970’s, as the reliability and objectivity has 
been questioned (Lub, 2015:2). As Lub (2015:2-3) points out and there is no common 
understanding of qualitative research and how it should be conducted to account for the 
need for validity. However, maintaining a reflexive approach that is grounded in 
acknowledging one’s positionality is a key aspect. Allowing an opportunity for the 
participants of this research to also be reflexive influenced the study’s approach to the 




 This study utilised a semi-structured approach to interviewing with open-ended questions. 
Anne Galletta and William Cross (2013:45) note, semi-structured interviewing employs 
open ended questions and theoretically driven ones to effectively gather data based on the 
experiences of the participants involved. Maissa Khatib (2014:9) explains semi-structured 
interviewing establishes the best flow of inquiry into personal matters, as it provides the 
participant the flexibility to focus on their experiences in whatever order they desire. This 
flexibility as she describes provides a great way through which to enter the world of the 
participant and understand their lived realities (Khatib, 2014:9). While interviewing is a 
popular tool it is critical to acknowledge the critiques of this form of data gathering. 
 Anna De Fina and Sabina Perrino (2011:5) highlight the argument against interviewing as 
a form of data collection in research is that it produces “unnatural” data. The argument for 
this is that the data is influenced by the interviewer and as a result the data collected is an 
ad hoc interpretation that is then analysed by an etic or outsider perspective (De Fina and 
Perrino 2011:5). At its core, the data gathered through interviews are in a sense a co-
construction between the interviewer and interviewee (De Fina and Perrino 2011:6). 
Jennifer Bonham and Carol Bacchi (2017:689-90) highlight this argument in their 
discussions of discourse analysis of interviews, stating that interviews produce different 
versions of reality than what the participant might experience. However, by applying a lens 
of discourse analysis to what is said one can mitigate the challenges and critiques of the 
interview process. I will now provide some insight in the interview process of this research 
and the process involved in its undertaking. 
 To recruit interviewees for this study, I initially emailed comedians directly, through their 
public media contact details, to no avail. After a week or two of difficulty I discussed other 
options with my supervisor. My supervisor reached out to a contact of hers - the successful 




an ad of recruitment in a private (closed) Facebook group for New Zealand comedians. 
Thanks to her kind assistance, nine comedians responded to the initial post out of interest. 
Out of the nine comedians that reached out with interest, all of whom were provided with 
the information sheets and consent forms (refer to appendix 1 and 2) for the study, five 
responded positively and wanted to participate.  
 The initial sample was intended to be gender balanced. However, of the five positive 
respondents, all were male and thus it was decided that this provided an opportunity for a 
more in depth, intersectional approach to the topic, through a focus the analysis on the 
intersections of masculinity and ethnicity in their self-presentation.  
 Regarding the interviews themselves, four were conducted via Zoom the online conference 
system, which has a recording system built into it, and the other was conducted via phone 
and recorded using a recorder that plugged into the landline. Each interview followed a 
semi-structured approach, this meant some questions were preconstructed and others were 
organic to the flow and responses of the participants throughout the course of the 
interview. Each interview lasted for one hour. After the interviews I proceeded to 
transcribe them in full, this entailed listening to the recordings and transcribing the 
interview into Microsoft Word. 
 After the interviews I kept up correspondence with the comedians via email, informing 
them of the process regarding the Masters, and asking further clarifying questions of some 
as I processed the material. An important aspect of the correspondence was sending them 
copies of the interview transcripts to double check that they were quoted correctly. I also 
had the pleasure of meeting Kajun in person, when I returned home to Whanganui later in 
the year (while I was engaged in writing up my thesis results). During this meeting we 




and his comedy trio live in Oamaru at a similar time, having the pleasure of catching up 
with him one-on-one afterward. The last bit of correspondence I have had with the 
comedians was offering them the chance to perform in Crack Up with the Cuzzies 3 and 
later giving them drafts of my research to reflect on and see how they were portrayed, 
noting they could request changes if they wanted. 
Content analysis 
Content analysis was a key aspect of this study and was my primary form of data 
collection. The material analysed ranged from clips of recordings they made available to 
me, or in the case of Heta purely his script material, which sadly means I was unable to 
analyse his stage presence. Alongside the interviews, and to complement this material, I 
also gathered data and applied thematic coding analysis to scripts, recordings of 
performances, the comedians comedy club profiles, social media, and if possible, their 
websites and marketing material. After obtaining the material in its various forms I began 
to transcribe recordings and code all material for significant themes that emerged. I will 
explore the online presentation of the comedians in chapter five and provide insight into 
themes of the material in more depth in chapters six and seven. 
Table 1, as seen on the next page, outlines the twelve different comedy 
performances and scripts I was given access to or directly sourced myself (from publicly 








Table 1: Scripts and Recordings of Performances 
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Heta Comic B material N/A 30/9/20 Script Provided by Heta 
Josiah 
Josiah Day vs 
Racist First 




Provided by Josiah 
Josiah  
Josiah Day vs 
Racist First 




Provided by Josiah 
 
This formed a type of participant observation, then, as an ‘audience’ member (even 
though not a live one) as well as a set of written and audio-visual material for analysis. The 
analysis of the material the comedians covered during these sets, provided critical insight 
into the comedians subject matter, topics, and modes of storytelling. It also provided 




described by themselves in an interview setting. Providing valuable perspective regarding 
their approach to topics related to their cultural identity.  
Table two as shown below details my analysis of the comedians presentation of self 
in online mediums. This included online profiles, posters, and other forms of marketing 
material.  
Table 2: Social Media, Comedy Club Biographies and Online Marketing 
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Each of the comedians online presence was vastly different, this could have been 
influenced by their length within the industry. For example, Jamaine, was the only 
comedian interviewed with a personal website and marketing posters for solo shows, due 
to his over ten years of experience within the industry, having a personal website and 




he described an amateur comedian, even though he had been doing stand up for a few 
years. A finding of my interviews was that some of the comedians explained they did not 
put in as much effort into their online presence as they could. This demonstrates that the 
audience in a New Zealand context is more likely to create and form opinions based on a 
comedians live set and is less likely to investigate a comedians online presence to form 
opinions and judgements of said comic. However, the presence of an online presentation of 
self is in and of itself reflective of its importance in some regard to the marketing and 
promotion of the comedians and any shows they might be involved in.  
To conduct my analysis, I first examined their comedy club biographies and 
Facebook comedian pages if they had any. Within these mediums I looked at not only the 
comedians aesthetic choices, such as posing and attire, but also the language used within 
them. The biographies for The Classic had a more detailed approach and the ability to hire 
the comedians for gigs, thus the comedians biographies included their accolades and 
awards during their comedy career. The Comedy Hub on the other hand was less formal 
with short blurbs written by the comedians about them, with no means to hire the 
comedians for gigs. The comedians Facebook pages provided insight into their personal 
presentation outside of club biographies, allowing for more agency as the comedy clubs 
had layouts that it seemed all comedians had to follow. The analysis of the comedians 
online presentation was useful for it provided some insight into each comedian’s embodied 
presentation on stage, as opposed to just basing my analysis of their presentation within 
the interviews. It provided critical insight into masculine presentation which became a 
central topic of this research explored in more detail in chapter five, as the similarities 
between the comedians clothing choices was grounded in aspects of street culture and its 
connection to masculine presentation. Similarly, the use of language was another central 




aspects together formed a central argument of this research. A key part of my analysis of 
this material was the use of thematic coding, which I shall provide more detail on in the 
next section. 
Thematic coding 
To understand thematic coding, it is important to define what a code is in 
qualitative research. Johnny Saldaña (2015:3) notes that a code is often a word or short 
phrase that encapsulates an aspect of the research topic worth noting and exploring. 
Though it should be noted the length of what is a code can vary to even whole sentences 
and paragraphs in some cases (Saldaña, 2015:3). This data can come in a variety of forms 
ranging from interview transcriptions, field notes, photographs to even videos (Saldaña, 
2015:3). Codes are usually categorised based on patterns that appear throughout the data, 
they can be analysed based on ideas of social organisation like roles and cultural practices, 
to aspects such as ideologies, emotional aspects, and inequalities (Saldaña, 2015:14). 
Importantly the act of coding depends on the analytical lens used to perceive and interpret 
the data, and in the case of this study thematic coding was used.  
Thematic coding is described by Lioness Ayres (2012:2) as a qualitative technique 
that analyses a data set for patterns that can be categorised and segmented for thematic 
analysis. As she explains the researcher will come to the coding process with themes in 
mind particularly after completing the interview process, however themes can also be 
highlighted throughout the literature reviewed for a study, as well as the researchers own 
experience (Ayres, 2012:2). A code is not a static concept once it is created and it is 
subject to alternative interpretations or change throughout the research process (Ayres, 
2012:2). Throughout the analysis process the researcher considers the relevance of each 
theme to the research question, as well as if there is any interlinking relationship between 




the interview transcription also used content analysis on the comics marketing posters to 
examine their presentation of identity in a marketing context. 
Conclusion  
This chapter began by discussing the importance of positionality and reflexivity 
within social science research, emphasising that every researcher brings something 
different to their field of study due to their ethnographic toolkit, and this must be consider 
as part of knowledge-production. Importantly this chapter also discussed the history of 
research on and about Māori. As the chapter explores, over time approaches to research 
have become more emic and collaborative, now having to go through procedures such as 
consultation and ethical committees before research with a focus on Māori can proceed. 
This qualitative ethnographic study drew heavily on ideas of consultation when conducting 
this research with Māori due to the complex history the population has had with 
researchers in the past. Along the same lines I entered this research with a reflexive 
mindset that took into my account my own fluid positionality, and how this influenced my 
access to data, participants, and my interpretation of results. This research was based on 
open-ended questioning in semi-structured interviews, as this form of interviewing was 
best suited for the purposes of this research and its focus on the personal stories and 
experiences of Māori stand-up comedians. This was coupled with an analysis of the 
comedy performances themselves, and other forms of marketing material involved in the 
professional life of these comedians. Analysis of the three forms of qualitative data  
involved thematic coding and these analytical lenses proved useful in grounding the 
interpretations considering wider social and historical contexts. In the next chapter I 






Chapter 4: Introducing the Comedians 
The focus of this study was the presentation of identity, and the experiences of five 
stand-up comedians. From an ethnographic perspective, I found it important to put a face 
to the comedians I will be citing over the next few chapters, providing background and 
context to them as individual people. In this chapter I introduce them by shedding some 
light into their journey in comedy, who some of their comedic inspirations and influences 
were growing up, and what their perceptions are of comedy. This section aims to provide 
the reader a better understanding of the participants who graciously let me interview them. 
I conclude it by discussing diversity and representation in the New Zealand comedy scene, 
as a way of contextualising each of their stories within the wider industry, highlighting the 
significance of their journey, of this research, and of the results presented later, through 
this. 
Kajun Brooking 
Kajun Brooking is a Scottish Māori in his mid-thirties, who at the time of 
interviewing was relatively new to comedy having only started stand-up in early 2020. 
Kajun grew up in the Hawke’s Bay region of the North Island in Hastings, he now 
currently resides in Whanganui. Kajun’s approach to comedy is deeply grounded within 
ideas that were encouraged by his upbringing and whanau, that “You don't let anybody 
hold you back from speaking your mind, you say whatever you want to say” (Kajun, July 
2020). It is this mentality that he takes on to the stage, that no matter what he is going to 
go out there and own whatever he says because it reflects being true to himself and his 
upbringing. Kajun’s main motivation for starting stand-up comedy was because his partner 
was going to an open mic show and posted on Facebook asking if anyone would like to 
come. Kajun (July 2020) as a joke commented on the post saying, “should I give it a go?”, 




mates who has done stand-up comedy messaged him on Facebook and said, “so you’ve got 
to write a set now” and even though Kajun tried to object, his friend said there was no 
backing out (Kajun, July 2020). So Kajun wrote the five-minute set, performed it and his 
journey into comedy began.  
Kajun had two major comedic inspirations growing up, those being Billy T. James 
and Eddie Murphy. The main reason these men were such inspirations for Kajun, aside 
from that he saw them as incredibly funny individuals, was that they were able to make fun 
of and mock their own culture. Regarding Billy T. James, Kajun noted how he was the first 
Māori comic to make fun of Māori while maintaining a light-heartedness to the material. 
Something he noted Eddie Murphy also did regarding his material on African American 
culture. Furthermore, he noted that he was surprised that he was laughing and enjoying 
these jokes that James did that stereotyped Māori to an extent, with his trademark Māori 
accent and his mockery of Māori culture. Kajun’s experiences growing up in a gang 
environment, with staunch masculine men who did not tolerate anyone mocking Māori or 
Māori culture, put into perspective for Kajun that it really is okay to make fun of one’s 
own culture.  
Kajun’s approach to his comedy and material is based on the idea that “the only 
story that hasn’t been told is your own”. This resonated with Kajun, draws on his own life 
and experiences to for material. But comedy to Kajun is about more than just having the 
opportunity to share his stories, it is about bringing joy to people and making them laugh. 
A profound story he shared in our interview was about his second show. He paints a 
picture of where his family has come to watch him, and his own mother as well as his 
brother’s mother-in-law are in the front row. Both had been battling cancer and undergoing 
chemotherapy. They went through a lot of pain and suffering, but his comedy took them 




For that moment in time, I had taken all that shit that they had been through for 
the last six months to a year. And just made it disappear (Kajun, Zoom 
Interview, July 2020). 
To him that is the power of comedy, and a key part of what comedy means to him. 
Josiah Day 
Josiah Day is another comedian from the North Island, he is in his mid to late 20’s 
and he grew up in a little beach town surrounded by family. He moved to Auckland a few 
years ago because there was a lack of jobs where he was and since arriving in Auckland, 
he has been pursuing comedy since 2018 where he quickly became recognised by the New 
Zealand Comedy Guild. In 2018 he was awarded ‘Best Newcomer’ and ‘Gag of the Year’, 
as well as being nominated for ‘Breakthrough Comedian of The Year’. In 2019 he would 
go on to win the Mount Manganui New Act Comedy Competition and have a TV 
appearance on the two-part documentary series That’s a Bit Racist. As Josiah discussed, he 
has had a great experience being a stand-up in the Auckland comedy scene; people have 
not only been nice, but he noted he thrives doing night gigs going around to different bars 
at night bringing laughter and joy to people. 
Two of Josiah’s comic inspirations are Hannibal Buress and Theo Von. The things 
he admires about these two comics, are their ability to make even serious topics silly 
through exaggeration, and their perseverance in sharing their own experiences even if they 
are considered not politically correct. What grounds Josiah’s appreciation of these two 
comics is their ability to ground unbelievable stories in truth, and even if that truth is 
exaggerated, the story and narratives they tell throughout their sets and jokes are based on 
real thoughts and experiences. These two comics helped Josiah find a comedic voice one 
he said is in part based on emulating and learning from these comics, but importantly 




For Josiah (August 2020) comedy “just has to be funny”, he argues that the social 
issues and messages that some comedians bring to comedy should come second to the 
laughter and joy you bring people who come see you. When it comes to his material, he 
says he personally does not go out wanting to preach certain messages or agendas, but 
rather he focuses on what he finds funny, and yet because “a lot of the time, because I 
think I find everything funny, I will talk about social issues”. Still the hilarity of a joke 
takes precedence over any social issue or critique that he wishes to bring up. Josiah also 
stressed the importance of building a relationship with the audience, describing it as a 
“people pleasing art”, seeking the laughter and approval of the audience, losing it, and 
trying to get it back. Like Kajun he stressed that one of the best things about doing comedy 
is that he can take people out of whatever they were thinking about and their worries by 
providing them with “a pure moment of joy where they just enjoy my joke”. By focusing 
on the hilarity of his material it is clear he hopes to have this continued impact on the 
audience and provide them with joy. 
Heta Dawson 
Heta is in his early fifties and is also from the North Island having been born and 
raised in South Auckland. Heta does stand-up as a hobby and during the day is a 
technology manager. He has been doing comedy since 2017 when he first did stand-up at a 
Raw Comedy gig, though he opened our discussions by saying he has been funny his 
whole life. What motivated Heta do that first show was wanting to prove that he was 
funnier than a work mate who went to a Raw Comedy gig and that was the start of his 
comedy career. As he told me in the interview doing stand-up has opened a lot of doors for 
him from appearing on TV shows like You Got This and Last Dad Standing, to being the 




nights. What started as proving he was funnier than a work colleague has become not only 
a great passion and joy for him but has opened a lot of doors and opportunities as well. 
For Heta there were two comedians that he talked about in our interview that he 
was inspired by. Billy T. James was the first inspiration mentioned by Heta, as he was not 
only Māori but had a strong TV presence, not only as a funny comedian but as an 
entertainer. Heta’s other comedic inspiration that he mentioned was African American 
comedian Dave Chapelle. Heta mentioned in our interview that he tried to incorporate 
Chapelle’s style within his own work. Heta has a lot of respect for Chapelle’s comedic 
timing and joke construction, noting one of Chapelle’s jokes about meeting OJ Simpson 
across four different occasions and how within his hour long show he would flawlessly 
bring up these experiences. Heta also watches many comedians online shows and clips and 
in watching their sets and patterns he aspires to better his own craft by learning from them.  
Comedy to Heta (July 2020) is a challenge, as he explained in our interview; “I 
kind of treat this as a puzzle that I'm trying to solve”. A puzzle that oftentimes can be 
considered scary because it is like public speaking, but with the added difficulty of trying 
to make people laugh. But that is why Heta loves what he described as the “Rubik’s cube 
of comedy”. He enjoys the complexity of learning how to make his jokes funnier, how to 
engage more with an audience, and how to improve not only with verbal inflections but 
also non-verbal ones. To Heta comedy is about making people laugh and find enjoyment in 
his material. Though he explains he wants to have a lasting impact on the people that 
watch his comedy, as well as give them a moment of pure joy. 
Jamaine Ross 
Jamaine is in his late thirties and was born in the South Island, in Christchurch. He 
now resides in Auckland. He has been doing comedy for over ten years. Though he knew 




was twenty-eight. He presents himself within the comedy circuit as the ‘The Māori guy 
with the beard and the hat’. What got him to actively pursue comedy, was the fact that his 
friend wanted to do comedy and said Jamaine should do it too. As he explained in our 
interview, he has always been a performer, someone who enjoyed being in front of people 
and being the centre of attention, it also helped that he thought he was funny and that he 
enjoyed making people laugh. To him it was never about money or fame that got him 
passionate to pursue stand-up, it was about the joy of making people laugh.  
In our interview Jamaine made it clear that one of his biggest inspirations to 
actively pursue comedy was the very successful Māori comedian Mike King. Though there 
was not much of a comedy scene in Christchurch, King served as a great source of 
inspiration to Jamaine because he was funny and a prominent Māori face in the New 
Zealand stand-up scene. It made Jamaine cement his desire to follow in that path. He was 
also inspired by a lot of African American stand-up comedians from the United States 
including Chris Rock, Kings of Comedy, Bernie Mac and Eddie Murphy. In terms of New 
Zealand comedy Flight of the Conchords and Mike King were two acts that Jamaine talked 
about. The last inspiration Jamaine mentioned was Billy T. James, due to the influence his 
comedy had on wider Māori society by making Māori inoffensive in mainstream public 
perception. In doing so Jamaine argues that James highlighted the hilarity and human side 
of Māori that at a time when it was largely ignored. Jamaine was influenced by a wide 
range of different comedic mediums like sitcoms, movies and even skits in hip-hop 
albums. As he said he loves all these different mediums, and they all had a strong 
influence on him.  
Comedy to Jamaine is about bringing laughter and joy to people and he argues that 
should be its main imperative. As he explained in the interview “comedy just has to be 




making things funny you can then begin to incorporate other messages and stances into 
your work if you want as a point of difference. Jamaine acknowledged that when he first 
started stand-up it was kind of weird, for the first three to four years he just did comedy 
that he thought other people would find funny. It was over time that he began to recognise 
that he got more enjoyment out of talking about things that he cared about the he could 
make funny. By joking about things, he cares about it added a deeper level of enjoyment to 
comedy for Jamaine.  
Jade Moses 
Jade was relatively new to stand-up comedy, having been doing it for about two 
years at the time I interviewed him. Jade was based in Dannevirke in the North Island 
when I interviewed him, he had been back home a few years after coming back from 
working in Australia. Podcasts served as one of his more direct inspirations to try a 
comedy course that was available in Palmerston North in 2018. He stressed that as he grew 
up his family had a strong impact on his humour and style of comedy. His favourite 
comedians growing up were Eddie Murphy and Billy T. James, who he saw as a brilliant 
entertainer whose material spoke to a lot of important issues of the time. But one of the 
comedians he talked about in our interview most of all was Dave Chapelle. He admired 
Chapelle’s ability to use the taboo topics of comedy within the first five minutes of a 
special with such skill and confidence.  
Jade described comedy as a way of bringing people together and providing people 
with joy and laughter. Through his laughter he wanted to offer a position to the audience to 
have them engage with and see his perspective on certain topics or issues, all while being 
entertaining. He stressed to me that due to his strong connection and position within his 
iwi, that he was obligated to be articulate and respectful of their concerns if they had any 




provided funny and entertaining jokes due to the investment that the audience put into 
coming to see his comedy, all while navigating that obligation he saw he had to his people.  
Sadly, after our interview Jade passed away due to a heart problem related to his 
time as a body builder. However, he lived his life to the fullest teaching te reo Māori and 
bringing joy to people who saw his comedy, all while tackling topics of importance to 
Māori, such as political discussions and land rights. His legacy is one of engagement with 
Māori culture on-stage and off-stage. I also wish to express again my thanks to him and to 
his family for allowing me to include his interview and stories in my study.  
Across all the comedians was this important sense of staying true to one’s core 
beliefs and spreading joy and entertainment was critical across all comedians approaches 
to comedy, as each recognised and valued the audience that they performed in front of. 
Despite the difference in age or approach to material construction, this aspect was shared 
amongst all the comedians. This could be in part due to the lack of diversity within the 
New Zealand comedy scene and the dominance of white male comics, influencing Māori 
comedians approach to the comedy scene. 
Diversity and Representation 
Diversity and representation are important aspects of the contemporary New Zealand 
comedy scene, that are lacking within the multicultural country. Pākehā comedian Guy 
Williams wrote a Stuff article in 2019, providing his insight into why there are not as many 
Māori comedians performing as might be expected. Billy T. James as he describes ‘helped 
break sketch and stand-up comedy into the mainstream’, and garner acceptance and 
acclaim for Māori entertainers and comedians (Williams, 2019). He noted that the Billy T. 
Award has had a long list of prestigious winners in the past, and it is very much ingrained 




that comedy is New Zealand's next big thing, and Māori culture and humour is 
at the centre of our comedy – both colloquial and formal (Williams, 2019). 
Williams (2019) finds it interesting then that since the 1980’s in which Billy T. 
James dominated TV and ticket sales that since then there has been a very limited number 
of Māori pursuing the industry. As he notes in the 2019 New Zealand Comedy Festival, 
out of 110 shows performed in Auckland only six featured Indigenous performers 
(Williams, 2019).  
Throughout discussions with the comedians, I found that there were many possible 
barriers that could potentially limit the opportunity for Māori to perform. A major barrier 
as discussed by the comedians was the limitations that can arise due to the socio-economic 
position of Māori in New Zealand. As stressed by the comedians, many Māori could be 
limited by the individuals financial means to pursue comedy, with many of the 
interviewees doing stand-up as a hobby as a prime example of the inability to financially 
sustain oneself on comedy alone.  
The financial ability to pursue a career in comedy is indeed important to consider, as 
it is not a lucrative career many comics at least when they start out enter stand-up as a 
hobby alongside other fulltime employment. This was the case for many of the participants 
of this study. Heta explained that comedy is a hobby to him, his main job continues to be 
as a business technology manager, which allows him to provide for his family while 
pursuing comedy out of interest and passion. In the case of Jamaine, he explained that 
when he first began comedy, he had a well-paying job, so he did not need to pursue 
comedy as a fulltime career. The deciding factor regarding Jamaine’s choice to go full time 
was that he got better at it and the audience resonated with him making it financially viable 




working a fulltime job, as a night manager at large retail chain store, The Warehouse to 
support himself and his family. Jade also worked fulltime as the Te Reo Māori teacher for 
Rangitane iwi, pursuing comedy as a hobby. Josiah in contrast was pursuing comedy full 
time, frequenting comedy clubs and bars most nights, he has since retired from comedy. 
Each comedian is in a position of privilege to have the financial and time investment 
needed to pursue comedy, even if only as a hobby. It speaks to the difficulty of having the 
financial ability to pursue stand-up comedy as a fulltime career. 
Another aspect is of course the individual’s desire to be a comedian, this is 
influenced by not only individual agency but also the narratives that dominate Māori 
worldviews. As I will explain in the following chapter, the dominant gendered social 
narrative of having to appear tough influenced perceptions of what occupations and 
hobbies were suitable to pursue growing up. This provides an interesting contrast to the 
thoughts of all the participants, that Māori are often very funny and humorous individuals, 
and that there is also a traditional prestige and pride associated with performing arts within 
the Māori community. Some of the comedians linked the little number of Māori comedians 
performing to a potential sense of fear, a trait that is common in New Zealand, referred to 
as the tall poppy syndrome, a sense of not wanting to stand out (Kirkwood, 2007:366). As 
Jade (July 2020) said he found he was not the funniest of his friends but for a lot of Māori 
they would not want to put themselves out there and do something different. Heta 
discussed how another factor could be the dominance of white comedians and the majority 
Pākehā audience. In our interview he discussed how he believes there are a lot of funny 
people in Māori and Pacific Island communities but there is an element of tall poppy 
syndrome in tandem with comedy venues like The Classic being viewed as a “Pākehā 




The dominance of the white comedians within the New Zealand stand-up scene 
speaks to this idea of not feeling comfortable to participate in an environment that can be 
viewed as not a viable space one should occupy, as per the comments made regarding The 
Classic as a Pākehā space. New Zealand’s dominance of white males in the comedy space 
demonstrates to some degree a lack of diverse representation, which in turn, influences the 
expectations of the audience going to these shows regarding the topics and style of humour 
used within these shows (Williams, 2019). As Jade mentioned in our interview the 
dominance of white comedians is apparent not only in the mainstream stand-up but also 
within the comedy courses that can become starting points for individuals passions and 
even careers in stand-up.  
Conclusion  
In conclusion this chapter provided insight into each of the comedians interviewed 
for this research, delving into their views on comedy, their comedic inspirations and 
importantly what comedy means to each of them individually. A key factor shared 
between all comedians was a passion for bringing people joy and making them laugh. The 
pursuit of money or fame, or even political or social commentary, came second to the goal 
of entertainment and enjoyment. As important context to their individual journeys through 
the field of stand-up comedy, this chapter also discussed the lack of representation for 
ethnic minorities within the contemporary stand-up scene in New Zealand. It is only with 
more representation and diversity in the New Zealand comedy scene, that the industry will 
see change. The following three chapters will present the findings and discussion sections 
of this study, based on the analysis of the interviews with the comedians, their online 
profiles and marketing material as well as their recorded or scripted jokes from their 
comedy sets. The first of these chapters will focus on an analysis of the comedians 




Chapter 5: Self-presentations of Māori Masculinity: Cultural 
Capital at the Intersection of Gender and Ethnicity 
Cultural identity, as discussed by Smits (2019:11), is an integral aspect of how 
individuals construct a sense of self and relate to other people. This research made clear 
that cultural identity plays a critical role in the Māori comedians’ presentation of self, 
within the New Zealand stand-up comedy scene. In this chapter, I address this as I share 
the first section of my results, which focus on cultural identity as it intersects with 
gendered identities and symbols, in the embodied self-presentation of the Māori comedians 
I interviewed – including in their marketing materials and online profiles, as well as in the 
material from their shows. 
The sociologist Jenkins (2014:5) argues that identification is a process, that 
influences internal and external perceptions of one’s identity. Importantly identification 
affects the human experience (Jenkins, 2014:5). For the interviewees, the presentation of 
self is an integral part of their branding not only as individuals, but as comedians. This 
includes not only what they talk about or joke about – the contents of their shows – but 
other non-verbal, embodied aspects of the self they present when on stage, or in public, or 
represented in mediated ways, as part of their professional identity as a comedian. 
Different fashion choices can, for example, become highly ingrained with their brand and 
in turn how they are recognised in the comedy circuit, as Jamaine is known as the ‘Māori 
guy with the beard and the hat’. This is an example of how one’s cultural identity can 
become a marker of their branding entangled with embodied parts of their self-presentation 
at the time. From my analysis, the emphasis on ethnicity as a key part of professional 
comedic identity is typical for people of colour, and only rarely do white people get 




recognition of wider perceptions of self and individual agency within ones society, and 
their strategic use of this as part of their performance platform and public identity. 
It was significant that my sample of five comedians ended up including five men. 
This provided an opportunity to consider identity in an intersectional way, examining both 
gender and ethnicity, and the way these two features interacted significantly in the way 
these comedians branded and presented themselves. An important point to emphasize is 
that gender interacts with ethnicity in many ways so there is not just one version of 
masculinity, and there are specific stereotypes associated with men of one group and some 
that apply to both. This creates paradoxes and nuances in the way they presented 
themselves - and room for agency and subversion as well. For example, flannel shirts are 
often associated with rural/white Kiwi-ness due to the agricultural industry. In contrast 
Jamaine as shown in figure seven (page 68), is wearing a flannel shirt over urban clothes 
with hip-hop imagery and a cap. The incorporation of these two styles shows an 
intersection of masculine presentation between Māori and Pākehā styles, a marker of 
Jamaine’s own identity.  
I will note here that although this is a focus for this chapter, I am not providing a 
full reading of gender, from a gender studies perspective, but as it was a significant 
‘emergent’ finding from my study. I am nonetheless aiming to respond to this by 
acknowledging and exploring how this intersects with other aspects of embodied self-
presentation. In this chapter, I discuss the findings I generated, from an analysis of the 
online self-presentations, professional branding, and marketing material of my five 
participants. From this I argue that Māori comedian’s engagement in stand-up comedy 
provides an alternative narrative regarding Māori masculinities one more focused on the 
creative, in contrast to narratives of physicality and staunchness that are intertwined with 




chapter will discuss how colonised groups self-perception and external presentation were 
influenced by wider discourses and stereotypes about them. I advance this point by 
comparing some aspects of (and literature on) African Americans’ experience within hip-
hop culture, and Māori experiences within rugby in New Zealand. The chapter will then 
focus on how Māori people, as creatives, build their public identities in relation to stand-up 
comedy, and why this represents an important shift from the perceptions built on 
physicality. I argue this through the language used by the comedians interviewed in their 
performances, as well as the use of casualness and informality. I elucidate that through 
engaging with the narratives of masculinity the comedians are normalising Māori as 
creatives. I begin my presenting some theoretical frameworks that I find significant to this 
analysis. 
Māori resonance with ‘toughness’ as seen in their online presentation 
The comedians engage with dominant discourses and perceptions of masculinity by 
drawing on aesthetic choices regarding their online and on-stage presentation. My analysis 
showed a strong influence of some of the contemporary, African American influenced 
subcultures of North American, particularly regarding the Māori comedians visual 
references to ‘Street Culture’ in their clothing, styling, and marketing design. This includes 
aesthetics but also values (which I discuss later in this chapter and again in the following 
one, regarding ‘authenticity’). These are all commonalities and patterns visible in the 
comedians use of profile pictures on their Facebook pages or photos for their biographies 





Figure 1: Kajun's first profile picture. Photo downloaded  from https://www.facebook.com/killerkaje/ 
 
Figure 2: Kajun's second profile picture. Photo downloaded from: https://www.facebook.com/killerkaje/ 
 
 
Figure 3: Kajun's previous cover photo. Screenshot taken from https://www.facebook.com/killerkaje/ 
 
 





Figure 5: Josiah's first profile picture and current cover photo. Photo downloaded from 
https://www.facebook.com/JosiahDayComedian/ 
 
Figure 6: Josiah's current profile picture. Photo downloaded from https://www.facebook.com/JosiahDayComedian/ 
 





Figure 8: The Good Life show poster. Screenshot taken from https://www.thebigidea.nz/events/222400-jamaine-ross-the-good-life 
Figures one, to eight are examples of each comedian’s presentation of self in 
different mediums and they each seem to draw stylistic or aesthetic choices from the 
influences of street culture. Common trends that can be seen across all comedian’s photo 
choices is the use of casual street wear predominately hoodies, baggy clothing, and some 
form of headwear; normally caps but in some cases beanies. This style of clothing is 
invocative of a typical style associated with rap and hip-hop genres, which themselves are 
strongly linked to African American cultures (Banham, 2020). A point to note is that on 
drawing on ideas of street culture, they are of course also engaging in discourse through 
the consumption of branded material and to a degree the consumption of wealth as a 
marker of status in the social world (Oliver, 2006:923).  
There are also more specific examples of the influence in figures one, two, three, 
four and eight. These photos highlight the influence of street culture quite well on the 
aesthetic choices in a myriad of ways. Figure one is a great example as it is a stylised 
image of Kajun done in graffiti, an aesthetical choice that promotes ideas of street culture. 
Figure two is also a good example as it is a black and white side profile shot of Kajun 
invoking an album cover while also being a satirical nod to mug shots, addressing racial 




is the use of his capitalized neon initials over Kajun’s face, and purple saturation, like the 
black and white photography, in figure four. The last example of street culture influence 
across the comedians photos is figure ten which shows Jamaine’s poster for The Good 
Life.  
The poster for his show The Good Life provides an interesting contrast to his 
Facebook profile picture, as he is wearing the same clothes but has posed himself very 
differently for the purposes of this photo. His show poster is black and white with a serious 
expression on his face which in tandem with his gold chains speaks to how rappers and 
hip-hop artists, market themselves on album covers. Furthermore, the use of black and 
white photography and a halo over the word ‘Good’ seem to reference the experiences of 
stereotypes and discrimination and in turn subverting them. The marketing of the show 
strengthens this idea of not judging people based on skin colour, but by their character and 
treatment of others; 
Jamaine Ross is back after a 3 year hiatus from performing solo at the NZ International 
Comedy Festival, exploring what it takes to be a good person, and whether or not he 
fits the bill. Join him for an hour of laughs, introspection and not-so-humblebragging 
about his charity work (Ross, The Good Life marketing, 2019).  
Within each comedians presentation there is a navigation of the dominant 
perceptions of Māori masculinity, as shown in the utilisation of ‘Street Culture’ aesthetics. 
This distinguishes the individual comedians as authentic for they are engaging with styles 
that are normative within the culture, as well as suiting their personal preferences and 
taste. It also highlights an association of success and fulfilment with a pursuit that is more 
creative and less physical. Furthermore, in being a comedian it provides a certain level of 




comedy. None of the comedians mentioned having difficulties with other Māori men as 
Hokowhitu did as an academic. This is most likely because academia is considered a more 
intellectual pursuit, though rises in Māori university enrolment could showcase a potential 
change in this perception, whereas stand-up is seen as more culturally fitting occupation 
particularly due to the legacies set by Billy T. James and Mike King.  
Compared to the other comedians Heta is the exception amongst all the comedians 
based on his presentation. For his picture on his Classic biography, he presents himself 
differently from the other comedians, in that he does not have a beard or a hat, and does 
not seem to wear hoodies, baggy clothing or stylized jackets, based on the material I have 
access to. This is a significant point of difference as every other Māori comedian 
interviewed seems to use this as a marker of causality, informality and reference to their 
knowledge or admiration of street culture. Heta has presented himself with tidy brushed 
hair, a moustache, and a tidy denim jacket, portraying a more mature and formal individual 
in contrast to the presentation of the other comedians. This could be seen as due to the 
intersection of other points of identity, with his age or generation  - where Heta is able to 
present himself in a different way in contrast to the younger comedians, by cultivating a 
more formal look. Despite this across the comedian’s presentation of identity there is a 
reinforcement of dominant masculine ideologies, however it presents alternative narratives 
to the typical achievement of success and cultural capital in physical fields.  
Their aesthetic choices for their online and onstage presentation for the most part 
draw on typical conceptions of Māori masculinity. We see this in how the aesthetic choices 
are typically very much drawn on the values of ‘street’ culture, a critical part of the hip-
hop scene that has resonated throughout the world and particularly in a New Zealand 
context with the Māori community. By presenting oneself as authentic and in accordance 




capital for social status. It is interesting to note that while it could be argued that dressing 
in a way linked to these concepts could perpetuate negative generalisations, I argue that 
while that is one possible outcome the more likely is a dissociation of Māori with those 
negative preconceptions. Humour has the impact of changing preconceptions of cultural 
groups by humanizing them, a point I explore in more detail in the next chapter. 
Language as Reflective of perceptions of Masculinity 
This section will analyse the language used by the comedians and how they chose 
to present themselves in professional biographies on comedy sites, and on their Facebook 
‘About’ pages. Their personal biographies are found on The Classic, an Auckland based 
comedy club, and The Comedy Hub which is based in Palmerston North. The use of 
language is an important aspect of how an entertainer brands and presents themselves to a 
wider audience. Specifically, examining the language used can provide incredible insight 
into the mind of the comedians and how they frame themselves regarding their 
presentation of self.  
 




In the biographies there is a tendency to lean into casual and informal language, 
this seems to be the case for many comedians in analysing other Māori comedian’s 
biographies outside of this study as well. Both Josiah and Jamaine have decided to present 
their Classic biographies while still using casual language, with their biographies focused 
mainly on their list of awards and accolades. A key reason that this could be the case is 
that The Classic comedy club has the option to hire the comedians for gigs directly on each 
comedian’s biography so showing off their accolades and achievements might take more 
precedence than presenting themselves informally. We can see examples of this in the way 
both comedians’ brand themselves with the focus on awards and accolades as a selling 
point of their skill and experiences. The need to present themselves as professional can be 
understood as part of their attempt to sell themselves for potential cliental, however the use 
of more casual language is also an effective way to do this. 
 
Figure 10: Josiah Classic biography. Screenshot taken from http://www.comedy.co.nz/comedians/profiles/josiah-d 
An important selling point of Jamaine’s branding is regarding how he is recognised 
as “The Māori guy with the Beard and the Hat”. Furthermore, one of the quotes used to 
sell himself is based on informality; “Basically, he's a super talented and funny dude who 
brings a whole lot to the table in any comedic environment”. This is important to note as it 
can be considered a key part of Jamaine’s branding and identity to come across in an 




quote highlighting his “unique brand of quickfire comedy”. His branding emphasises the 
qualities of his youth and talent, while also reinforcing his comedy as unique. This 
branding is used to incentive the audience to experience it and see his live performances. 
Jamaine’s personal website jamaineross.com, and his comedian Facebook pages in 
comparison to his Comedy Hub biography come across as more casual and informal in its 
use of language overall.  
 
Figure 11: Jamaine Ross website biography. Screenshot taken from jamaineross.com 
 
Figure 12: Jamaine Ross website introduction blurb. Screenshot taken from jamaineross.com 
 
Figure 13: Jamaine Ross Facebook about page. Screenshot taken from https://www.facebook.com/jamaine.ross/ 
As we can see from figures thirteen to fifteen there is more of a common trend 
across the Māori comedians to use casual and informal tones within their presentation of 
self, outside of the more professional Classic biographies. It is interesting that out of the 




with professional language and direct focus on the branding and awards. But as can be 
seen through figures thirteen to nineteen when it comes to their Facebook pages, and in 
Jamaine’s case his personal website, they follow similar trends to the other comedians 
using more casual and informal language. The reason for this can be reflective of the 
relaxed language style of New Zealand English. By presenting themselves informally to 
the New Zealand audience, the comedians are potentially attempting to garner more 
connection and relatability with potential audiences, a trend we see with Kajun and Jade.  
 
Figure 14: Josiah Day main about info for Facebook page. Screenshot taken from https://www.facebook.com/JosiahDayComedian/ 
 
Figure 15: Josiah Day further about info for Facebook page. Screenshot taken from https://www.facebook.com/JosiahDayComedian/ 
Kajun’s Comedy Hub biography, as pictured below, highlights not only the use of 
casual and informal presentation through the language but also through his expression that 
appears to be mocking seriousness. Furthermore, the photo is in black and white and 
shows him dressed in some of the markers of street attire, this is critical for combined with 
the language used it further cements Kajun as an authentic individual. Particularly as 
Kajun’s biography is very personal and discusses his experiences growing up in a gang 
environment, responsibility to ensure laughter, and the importance of family, which is a 





Figure 16: Kajun Comedy Hub biography. Screenshot: https://www.comedyhubpalmy.com/comedians?lightbox=dataItem-kavyizd6 
His biography presents a relatable and authentic experience that many Māori can 
relate to. By providing insight into his personal upbringing, it establishes another form of 
rapport with the audience. Authenticity in this regard is a medium through which Kajun 
‘owns himself’, an integral aspect of contemporary constructions of Māori masculinities. 
From the perspective of Kajun, presenting oneself as authentic provides a strong medium 
through which to build rapport and connect with the audience he performs too.  
In the world of stand-up how one is presented to an audience before they set foot 
on stage can impact their reputation and growth within the industry. As such for comedians 
establishing a connection or sense of fondness with the audience before one even performs 
can be a particularly important and useful aspect of working as an entertainer. This can be 
achieved through multiple means depending on the comedian, as we have seen with the 
biographies and online presentation of the comedians discussed so far. Jade’s biography 
for The Comedy Hub provides another approach to how he approached building a rapport 





Figure 17: Jade's Comedy Hub biography. Screenshot from https://www.comedyhubpalmy.com/comedians?lightbox=dataItem-
jp6tbt171 
Jade utilised self-deprecation in his biography, making perceived negative traits of 
being fat and gap tooth, often markers of lower socio-economic class, a key aspect of his 
presentation of identity. This is significant as it demonstrates the positive use of negative 
stereotypical traits to in an attempt lessen the impact of these comments. Furthermore, in 
contrast to the stereotypical conception of someone being fat and gap-toothed as of lesser 
intelligence Jade made a central aspect of his biography description noting his style of 
humour as one focused on Māori issues and Māori politics. This served to counter the 
stereotypical construction that one could potentially create upon reading the first traits Jade 
used to talk about himself, by emphasising his intelligence regarding his approach to 
comedy. Consistent across our interview and his description was the importance he placed 
in self-confidence. Through his self-presentation he reaffirms his confidence in himself 
and portrays to the wider audience a sense of authenticity through his self-mockery. In 
following the style of building rapport that the Comedy Hub biographies and the 





Heta’s biography does not focus on his accolades, though they are included at the 
end again speaking to the importance of selling one’s skill and cultural capital, instead its 
focus is more personal. His biography is more personal than the other comedians as it 
incorporates more direct quotes, providing insight into not only him as a person, but also 
his comedic style and the importance he places on his whānau and upbringing in South 
Auckland. In doing so he presents himself authentically to the wider audience by being 
very open with them.  
 
Figure 18: Heta's Classic biography. Screenshot taken from http://www.comedy.co.nz/comedians/profiles/heta-dawson/ 
In using informal language, shown through swearing, Heta reaffirms that he is 
connected and presents values of being tough and grounded within dominant perceptions 
of Māori masculinities. However, an interesting point of contrast is the use of an older 
style of English as shown by the quote “Cometh the comic, cometh the laughter”. This 
could highlight one way Heta deflects stereotypes and generalisations of Māori men by 
drawing on old English wording to highlight intelligence and expectations not normalised 
by narratives of physicality that rugby and military service provide.  
Masculinity was consistently emphasized throughout each comedian’s presentation 
of self, including through their use of language and aesthetic choices that went into their 




participants for this study were men, they promoted gender stereotypes through informal 
and casual language harkening back to the vernacular typically used in contemporary New 
Zealand. Foremost the use of ‘dude’, ‘bro’, ‘boy’, ‘guy/cool guy’ and ‘champion’ are all 
self-describers used in their presentation of themselves in online mediums, as can be seen 
in figures, thirteen, sixteen, seventeen and twenty-one. These are all examples of the causal 
and informal language that many New Zealand males use to identify themselves and 
reaffirms the connection to street culture within New Zealand history. However, this is not 
the only way in which each comedian promoted masculine identities. 
 
Figure 19: Kajun's About Page. Screenshot taken from https://www.facebook.com/killerkaje/ 
If we take into consideration the other forms of language used, we can see that each 
comedian is in fact reinforcing a demeaner of masculinity and confidence. The use of 
‘champion’ for example exudes confidence to the reader, with connotations of victory, 
accomplishment, and success. These ideas are tied in with Kiwi values associated with 
‘Kiwi ingenuity’. Due to the masculine colonial history of New Zealand, these are strong 
values in contemporary New Zealand (Bell and Neil, 2014:55). ‘Dude’ and ‘bro’ are very 
typical responses and addressment of males between friends and often dude is used to refer 
to other females. Importantly ‘bro’ and ‘dude’ construct images of comradery, family, and 
strong relationships due to the informal and causal connotations. It is a sign of strong 
bonds and connection between individuals not only invoking ideas of masculinity, but also 
creates a sense of connection to the comedian for potential audiences. The last main sign 




trio Frickin Dangerous Bro. The use of masculine language and presentation provides 
insight into contemporary Māori pursuit of social capital and how comedy provides a 
medium of resistance to dominant narratives of masculinity and narratives of a 
homogenous Māori community. 
Social Capital and Embodied Cultural Capital 
The comedians’ presentation of identity is built upon the pursuit of social capital, 
best examined through their embodied cultural capital. Social capital as James Farr 
(2004:8) explains is about the social networks that individuals are engaged in, and the way 
these are dictated by “norms [that] pervade individuals actions and social relations”. There 
have been many constructions and definitions of the concept of social capital, however, the 
two most influential by Robert Putnam and Pierre Bourdieu. Putnam perceived social 
capital as a “community level resource”, one that facilitated social organisation within 
communities (Baum and Ziersch, 2003:320). This social organisation is influenced by 
established networks, social norms and ideas of social trust that are seen to facilitate 
cooperation and benefit within a community (Baum and Ziersch, 2003:320). Social capital 
is seen as a series of social relationships in the pursuit of public good (Baum and Ziersch, 
2003:320). Meanwhile, Bourdieu viewed social capital as potential resources that 
individuals may use that are linked to a network of relationships that connect people 
(Baum and Ziersch, 2003:320). As a result, social capital is seen as the resources an 
individual can gain due to their membership within social networks (Baum and Ziersch, 
2003:320). This emerged from his work on the interrelation of social, cultural, and 
economic capital to position individuals within a social field. 
These two influential conceptions of social capital offer integral insights into the 
positioning of Māori comedians also, as they attempt to become ‘successful’ within their 




social capital as clearly demonstrated by the comedians presentation of self, and influenced 
by “a wider network of assumptions, values and social relations”. We have seen comedy 
be linked to these concepts in academia with a recent example being Sam Friedman’s 
(2015) book Comedy and distinction. The cultural currency of a ‘good’ sense of humour. 
As each actor uses their access to economic, cultural, and social capital to compete for 
power within their own field (Friedman, 2015:11). A comedian’s presentation on-stage and 
off-stage is highly ingrained within these networks and the pursuit of social capital touches 
upon the concepts of bonding and bridging social capital, as their comedy navigates not 
only in-group networks and perceptions but also out-group. 
The comedy of the Māori comedians in this study presents an example of ‘bonding’ 
social capital. This refers to networks that are perceived to be the result of “shared identity 
relations” (Szerter, 2002:576). As Szerter (2002:576) argues, the membership within a 
allows members to share a sense of comradery and shared identity, often resulting in a 
following of expectations so as their behaviour is not judged inappropriate. It is critical to 
note that bonding social capital takes many forms due to the diversity influenced by the 
complex social identities and histories of those communities, as well as the individuals 
agency and interpretations within those meanings (Szerter, 2002:576). Bridging capital, in 
contrast, refers to networks of association where there is no shared identity, socio-cultural 
status and is often referring to participants of wide and diverse backgrounds (Szerter, 
2002:576).  
Typically, as is the case with the comedians I studied, the reason for interaction is 
“to engage together in a collective activity, which each values and benefits from, which 
they cannot achieve alone” (Szertzer, 2002:576). However often this is because the activity 
in question cannot be achieved within the bonded networks already established. However, 




comedy can be viewed from within one’s own bonded networks, the diversity (among 
comedians but also between comedians and audiences) allows for bridging networks to be 
established and for individuals of different networks to engage in discourse. As such, the 
comedians are engaged within these different networks all while pursuing social capital, 
increasing their resources of reputation and comedic skill through the practice of refining 
of their stand-up ability. Also key to the comedians successful navigation of these 
networks, was their utilisation of embodied cultural capital. 
Cederberg (2015:33) explained that non-economic forms of capital are resources 
used by individuals to overcome disadvantage as well as secure advantages. In the case of 
these comedians, it is important that social capital can be translated into economic capital, 
as their bookings for professional (paid) gigs may depend on their ability to present 
themselves as having the ‘resources’ (of coolness, likeability, relatability, and funniness) 
to entertain audiences. Many of these resources or qualities are embodied. Embodied 
cultural capital was also formulated by the work of Pierre Bourdieu, and is defined as the 
dispositions or ways of thinking and acting that have been acquired over time through 
socialisation (Cederberg, 2015:36, Kraaykamp and van Eijck 2010:210). Embodied 
cultural capital can be understood as the concept of habitus, the ingrained tastes, 
dispositions, history, and lifestyle of an individual that influences how they navigate social 
environments (Wiesel, 2020:1199 and Barglowski, 2019:1972). As explained by 
Barglowski (2019:1973) members of a class learn subconsciously “what to like, what to 
think and how to react in different situations”. As we can see from this research on Māori 
comedians this included the aesthetic choices of hoodies and headwear, a style associated 
with street culture. Another example was the language used, the informal and casual style 
is a key aspect of contemporary New Zealand vernacular. It is important to note that there 




displayed by the Māori comedians of this study (Cederberg, 2015:37). For example, Heta 
demonstrated a significant shift in his presentation of self-compared to the other 
comedians, by not wearing clothes associated with street culture. 
A critical part of cultural capital (and by extension embodied cultural capital) is its 
interconnection with cultural practice and its reliance on ‘utility maximization’, which as 
Wiesel (2020:1200) argues, “the acquisition of social status is the ultimate end of cultural 
practice”. The comedians successfully engaging within these networks with the end goal of 
benefiting their careers, and ultimately making people laugh. Hence, the comedians 
demonstrated the resources and knowledge of their social networks, engaging in masculine 
presentations of self that are typically drawn from capital that will garner them with more 
respect. As Cederberg (2015:42) argues, cultural capital can become a means through 
which we can understand some of the “processes of inclusion and exclusion” that operate 
within different societies. By looking into narratives associated with Māori culture, we can 
examine how their performances challenge preconceptions of the community. 
Comedy - resistance to dominant narratives of masculinity and homogeneity 
Before delving into the importance of the comedians performances for highlighting 
the diversity within Māori culture, it is important to provide more specific context and 
clarity regarding New Zealand masculinity. Specifically, acting masculine, excessive 
alcohol consumption and a love of sports, particularly rugby, which is referred to as the 
“holy trinity” (Gee and Jackson, 2010:1516-1517). Gee and Jackson (2010:1517) argue 
that beer and its consumption  play a significant role in the construction of masculinity and 
identity formation for men, due to its symbolic importance in male social gatherings. 
Willot and Lyons (2011:331) argue that excessive and public consumption of alcohol is a 
typical indicator of manliness in western cultures. As explained in chapter two, the 




rural and colonial history. Not every male adheres to drinking as a key component of their 
construction of masculinity, though it is a highly dominant social narrative. 
There are also dominant narratives constructed around Māori that can result in 
generalisations of the community. Māori is typically viewed as a homogenous term, 
despite varying levels of engagement and identification within Māori culture (Houkamau 
and Sibely, 2010:8). In an international context films like Whale Rider (2002) can 
influence how Māori become viewed, as they become seen as “representative of some 
larger, presumably homogenous, Māori culture…” (Thornley, 2012:208). However, as 
Houkamau and Sibley (2010:8) argue there is variety within the community which can 
include ‘encultured’ Māori who understand key cultural concepts like language, customs 
and their ancestry, ‘bicultural’ Māori who may not be as connected to their cultural roots 
but positively relate to both Māori and Pākehā, and lastly ‘marginalised’ who through 
disconnection from their culture feel like they cannot connect with Māori or Pākehā. 
However, perceptions of a homogenous community are still common particularly when we 
consider the dominant narratives of masculine performance and presentation within the 
community associated with rugby and physicality.  
Expressions of identity that are closely associated with ethnic groups, and 
subcultures (such as African Americans and hip hop in the USA, or Māori and rugby in 
New Zealand) often also have gendered aspects. Both examples perpetuate perceptions 
regarding the appropriate presentation of identity and masculinity that these groups must 
adhere to as demonstrated by my analysis of the comedians presentation of identity, often 
in the pursuit of cultural capital. As previously discussed, cultural capital is a term coined 
by French Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to explain how the class system is a constant factor 
in individuals lives, that underline their place within the structure (Lamont and Lareau, 




ultimate end of cultural practice” (Wiesel, 2020:1200), this is referred to as utility 
maximization and argues that the pursuit of cultural capital is concerned with increasing 
ones social status within one’s own community.  
From the aesthetic choices of the comedians presentation of themselves in marketing 
posters and their social media it was apparent that there was an influence by African 
American street culture. In rap and hip-hop for example African American men must 
portray themselves as embodying culturally appropriate ideas surrounding ‘black’ 
masculinity, embracing the ideas surrounding being “gangstas, ballas, and players” 
(Oliver, 2006:928). This has had a critical influence on how cultural capital is garnered for 
African American men within the community as; 
respect and deference are attributed to those males who are able to present credible 
portrayals of themselves as being “bad niggas,” “thugs,” and “hard” (Oliver, 
2006:929). 
As a result, the pursuit of social capital and, in turn, being viewed as a man becomes 
associated with achieving material success at any cost, resorting to violence, and the 
pursuit and discrimination of women (Oliver, 2006:928). Similarly, rugby with its 
narratives of toughness and physicality are a dominant narrative within the Māori 
community. 
Anthropologist Domenica Gisella Calabrò (2016:231) explained, rugby and 
physicality is still seen as a critical platform for maintaining an Indigenous sense of 
masculinity and achieve status and cultural capital. The idea of the ‘Māori warrior’ plays a 
critical role in the construction and performance of Māori identity. Brendan Hokowhitu 




based on the noble, physically tough, staunch, and emotionless Māori men we 
witnessed on the local, provincial, and national rugby fields (Hokowhitu, 
2004:260). 
Sports to his father’s generation was what he lived for, sports were the medium that 
Māori men could succeed and compete with Pākehā evenly and even gain mana, not only 
within the Māori community but in the Pākehā community as well (Hokowhitu, 2004:260). 
It is important to note that the construction of Māori masculinity described here was 
a social construct created out of a colonial narrative to further marginalize Māori 
(Hokowhitu, 2004). European colonisers stereotyped Māori men as “savage, emotionally 
impulsive, aggressive and violent” (Hokowhitu, 2004:266). These stereotypes equated 
Māori with unintelligence and physicality, reinforcing the trope that Māori were fit and 
physical individuals, which suited the colonial framework nicely as the colonizers needed 
more individuals to take up manual work (Hokowhitu, 2006:267). Calabrò (2016:233) has 
demonstrated that while the contemporary attitude and perception of rugby by Māori has 
changed, becoming an internal source of aspiration, self-definition, and recognition has 
had a critical influence on what is considered masculine and appropriate behaviour for 
Māori men, as Kajun discussed.  
Kajun grew up in a gang environment  with access to drugs and alcohol, and the 
expectation that he presented himself as staunch and tough. He explained that; 
…you have to be tough, you have to be strong, you have to be the staunch guy 
and I think that holds a lot of people back as well because I think going up 
there on stage and performing you know, it can be seen as so many things 




This stigma influences the course of their lives and what is deemed to be appropriate 
as they are growing up. Kajun was deterred from participating in school productions 
because family members and adult males viewed it as gay. This homophobic attitude is 
also present in African American street culture, as Kajun said;  
They were kinda like “what are you doing, acting and singing? The fucks 
wrong with you?” (Kajun, Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
As can be seen from my analysis of the comedians’ posters, social media and the 
language they use, appearances matter and how one is seen is a critical aspect of 
individual’s lives, particularly when they are in the minority of a population navigating in-
group and out-group stereotypes. Kajun explained that performance was counter intuitive 
to the internal stereotypes and preconceptions of what it meant to be masculine. He noted 
that; 
I think sort of in some ways the whole performing thing kind of felt like it 
wasn't tough, like it wasn't staunch, like you're not this mysterious strong 
character (Kajun, Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
Many Māori would find it hard to perform if they believe they have to fit this 
particular notion and presentation of self as tough and staunch, as within that presentation 
is a sense of reservedness and holding back aspects of yourself to fit preconceived 
expectations. Comedy, as Kajun (July 2020) explained, involves giving the audience 
everything to sell yourself and the jokes that you are performing. As such it can hold many 
people back from wanting to perform and put themselves in that position.  
We can see that the comedian’s presentation of self from their language, aesthetic 
choices in promotional material and social media all convey aspects of toughness and 




this explicitly. However, the comedian’s presentation provides a paradox to these 
dominant narratives even though they effectively engage with and demonstrate a 
knowledge of key aspects of this presentation. The rugby warrior is a strong and still 
dominant narrative, one that emphasises the violence and physicality of Māori men, 
reinforcing expected opportunities and success for Māori men is in the pursuit of rugby or 
military service (Calabrò, 2016:243). For Māori to pursue success in other mediums like 
comedy highlights that not all Māori can be categorised within a homogenous narrative. 
Hokowhitu argues that his own experiences as a Māori academic have led to a form 
of judgement from other Māori men as he explains; 
I have found many Māori men to be contemptuous of academe, buying into the 
hegemonic notion that tāne should demonstrate their masculinity through 
physical pursuits such as manual labor and sports. Often, I have faced ridicule 
from other Māori men because of what they perceive as my inabilities in 
practical and manual matters. In a sense, my uncallused hands demonstrate a 
lack of masculinity (Hokowhitu 2004:261). 
This insight, along with the comments of Kajun, highlight that this is still a very 
dominant and prevalent narrative within the Māori community. As a result, the ability for 
individuals to present themselves to ascribe to these narratives is the norm, to challenge or 
resist these norms as Kajun has expressed is difficult. Much like Fred Dagg who used the 
“Bloke” as a tool of his satire, so to do the comedians of this study embody perceptions of 
Kiwi and Māori masculinity in their performances (Rolfe, 2019:28-29). The comedians 
typically wear urban street clothing, and with the casual and informal vernacular of today, 




doing so highlight that they are each “a man from the audience” (Horan and Mathews, 
2019:180). 
The very act of performance by the Māori comedians in stand-up shows a connection 
and reinforcement of strong tradition of performance that is a key aspect of the culture. As 
noted by Ware et al. (2018:46), Māori culture at its core is about creative and intelligent 
expression, as waiata/song, pūrākau/story, kōrero/narrative are key parts of the oral 
tradition, that as can be seen play strongly into the narrative style of stand-up, particularly 
in a New Zealand context. Furthermore, other forms of creative expression and art within 
the culture include;  
kapahaka/cultural dance, whakairo/carving, rāranga/ weaving, 
tāmoko/tattooing, tāniko/embroidering (Ware et al. 2018:46). 
These traditional forms of cultural expression are very much grounded within the 
creative and intellectual space of Māoridom. Though paradoxically as shown by my 
discussion with Kajun and the insight provided by Hokowhitu, it appears a general 
perception is that Māori men must show their masculinity through physicality and in turn a 
presentation of toughness, one not associated with intellectual spheres like academia. It is 
important to raise that there is a multitude of diversity within Māoridom and that not all 
Māori men adhere to these constructions and ideals of having to be tough and staunch. 
However, in the case of this study it comes across as a shared experience across the lives 
of these Māori men. Importantly the idea of what it means to reflect ones cultural identity 
and heritage is very common, particularly with dominant narratives to navigate.  
For example, in this study Josiah was the youngest of the comedians I interviewed, 
and he displayed the typical conception of Māori masculinity through his language and 




sets, which highlights a use of the common vernacular for young males in New Zealand 
and in particular an expression of toughness. Furthermore, the content of his recent jokes 
at the time of interviewing reflected his engagement with commonly associated masculine 
social activities, such as drinking. As he said, it is reflective of where he is at in his stage 
of life and the things he enjoys doing. Through his material he is reasserting to an audience 
that he is engaging in typical masculine activities. However just because that is the case 
does not mean his individual conception of being Māori is grounded within these dominant 
narratives.  
Josiah explained that he did not grow up with the traditional aspects of Māori 
culture, like the language and rituals. Instead, he grew up with his family and that to him is 
the marker of being Māori, and to a larger extent knowing where you are from, even 
though as he says he does not know the name of his tribe. However, that does not take 
away from his own conceptions of being Māori. The diversity each comedian has 
regarding their connection to their cultural identity encapsulates the importance of 
representing the diversity of the community and challenging narratives of a homogenous 
definition of the community. As is often seen with the narrative of Māori masculinity, 
while there may be dominant narratives as explored, it is not representative of the whole 
community.  
The comedians performance and presentation of identity within social media and 
personal branding is just one avenue in which this can be achieved. Kajun discussed that 
Māori stereotyping Māori is still a common thing, as shown by older men pushing him 
away from performing arts. Another aspect of this is when Māori judge other Māori 
because they have white skin, or are disconnected from their culture and do not have 




In and of itself that's Māori stereotyping Māori, you know. Like, say, “No, no, 
you're, you're not Māori enough because you say ‘hello’ not ‘Kia Ora’. No, no, 
you, you have to have at least another four words before you can you know for 
you can claim the prize of being Māori” (Kajun, Zoom Interview, July 2020).  
This discussion regarding internal stereotyping and what is deemed appropriate male 
behaviour extends to a wider conversation regarding homogenous perceptions of what it 
means to be Māori. The internal stereotyping is strongly linked to the concept of self-
stereotyping as described by Latrofa et al. (2012). When communities are aware of 
negative in-group stereotypes, it leads to a fear of being judged by out-group members, 
however from an internal perspective they also perform in a way to confirm them (Latrofa 
et al., 2012:93). Self-stereotyping is a reaction against stigmatisation and stereotype threat, 
it compensates for negative effects of discrimination by re-affirming ones social identity 
(Latrofa et al., 2012:93). This provides some insight into why the pursuit of social capital 
is often tied with attributes or mannerisms that are seen as stereotypically bad, as they 
allow individuals of a community to reaffirm their cultural identity and feel a sense of 
safety behind the stereotypes. Even if, paradoxically, it causes individuals of that 
community to fear being judged based off them. 
The comedians performances can be viewed as a reinforcement of aspects of these 
narratives, however they are also engaging in resistance to them. Each comedian 
showcases the diversity within the community, capturing that there are many ways to be 
Māori and to be masculine within the group. Jamaine noted in our interview; 
If there are no Māori faces doing stand-up comedy, it makes it harder for 




be like, oh that is not a Māori form of art (Jamaine, Zoom Interview, July 
2020). 
Through stand-up the comedians emphasize the integral nature of performance to the 
culture and that by extension comedy can be viewed as a contemporary oratory skill that 
harkens to traditional Māori performance. I argue the comedians are simultaneously 
engaging with more dominant forms and perceptions of Māori masculinity, while at the 
same time subverting those expectations. This is done by utilising perceived symbols of 
toughness and masculinity while in a more creative medium, as can be seen in their online 
presentation and branding. In performing, they not only navigate and showcase the 
diversity and agency of masculine presentation through engaging in performing arts and 
creativity, but also the diversity within the cultural connection a Māori may have with the 
community.  
Conclusion 
As can be seen through the connected findings of this section, the use of language, 
ideas of what it means to be ‘Kiwi’ or a New Zealander, the assimilation and use of ideas 
surrounding street culture with their branding, and the reinforcement of dominant 
masculinity throughout each comedian’s presentation of self can all be explained by 
contemporary understandings of masculinity in a New Zealand context. The ideas 
surrounding this can be explored through an examination of masculinity in New Zealand 
and the influence of African American culture, particularly in the influence of ‘street 
culture’. This is in part due to the shared experiences of the minority groups in their 
treatment and perception by wider society. However, I argue that by drawing on these 
dominant ideologies, intentionally or not, the Māori comedians utilise them to promote 
another narrative of Māori masculinity one not tied to stereotypes of physicality (for 




There appears to be an underlying shared experience of having to present oneself as tough 
and staunch, which often means in this context that the arts become looked down upon as 
it presents the individual in a more vulnerable manner in front of an entire audience open 
to criticism. Furthermore, the language used by the comedians utilised informality and 
casualness which is a common marker of New Zealand vernacular. In doing so it helps the 
comedian build a rapport with the audience they perform to and in turn help build their 
social capital. Their social capital as comedians is highly influenced by intersections of 
identity and gender, as preconceptions and stereotype construct biases of the comedians. 
Nevertheless the comedians performances in stand-up showcased to the community itself 
that there are many ways to be Māori, and in the case of men, that masculine that does not 
have to involve the need for ‘street cred’ through violence and gang attribution. 
Performance in comedy provides the opportunity to resist dominant and preconstructed 
perceptions of Māori, through authentic engagement. In the next chapter I discuss the 
influence of the audience, in the comedians crafting of material. Through this I begin to 
recognise the more interactive and dialogical nature of comedy as a performance genre, 








Chapter 6: Audiences, Authenticity, and Impression 
Management: Preparing and Performing ‘Funny’ Material 
Stand-up is a medium of performance that is highly intertwined with a live 
audience and their responses and participation. Indeed, the very name defines the art as the 
act of performing in front of an audience. For people of colour or members of cultural and 
ethnic minorities, the influence of the audience differs depending on if they are performing 
to members of their own cultural community, or members of the dominant culture. The 
main influences of the audience can be seen in how the comedian approaches the 
construction of their material, but also in how they manage the delivery of this material, 
from the topics and targets of jokes to the way they speak. Four main findings emerged 
from my interviews with my five participants, the first being the recognition of the 
audience, which in a New Zealand context is predominantly Pākehā.   
First, the comedians connection and relationship with the audience, must be 
considered to analyse the ways the comedians respond by crafting material that is 
considerate of the typical audience, and in contrast how comedians can respond by 
strategically and actively targeting them. The chapter will then explore the importance of 
authenticity and impression management within the context of stand-up. My analysis of 
these five interviews clearly indicated that impression management and ideas of cultural 
frame switching were a critical element of negotiating performance in front of an audience 
who has preconceived stereotypical perceptions of them. Overarchingly, the chapter aims 
to elucidate that while at times, there is a negotiation with the performance depending on 
the audience, the comedians adhere to a strong sense of authenticity even within this 
fluidity – aiming to sculpt a performance that is in line with their core beliefs, while also 
‘successful’ in terms of being funny and entertaining.  In attempting to manage and 




engaging in an act of humanising, a critical aspect for successful connection with 
audiences of other cultural groups. Furthermore, stand-up is inherently embedded with 
emotional labour. Comedians must handle preconceived notions drawn on racism and 
stereotyping while performing and consider the dialogue one can potentially have with the 
audiences’ reactions to jokes or topics covered in their sets.  
Awareness of the audience  
The comedians interviewed noted the importance of the audience almost 
immediately. As I noted in chapter four on the interviewees, each of the comedian’s 
interviewed highlighted the importance they place on the audience through emphasising 
responsibility they felt to be entertaining and provide the audience with an escape from 
their reality. From the perspectives of the comedians, performing in stand-up involves a 
constant dialogue between themselves and the audience. Reading the crowd is critical to 
the craft of stand-up comedy. Each interviewee stressed the importance of the audience in 
some form, regarding how they design and deliver their material. Ideas of ‘winning over’ 
the audience seem to be key to each of their performances on stage as a result. As Heta 
(July 2020) highlighted in our interview, he treats stand-up comedy as a puzzle to solve 
with the major question and solution always coming down to “How do I win over the 
audience?”. There are many ways to practice comedy and engage with an audience, 
amongst the participants of this study there was a divide between their approaches, 
particularly as racial discourse cannot be separated from stand-up, they must constantly 
navigate preconceptions and stereotypes. 
Kajun navigated racial discourse and sense of responsibility to the audience while 
sharing a joke on his professional Facebook page. Kajun made a joke that was about 
Māori, and he got a lot of positive responses to the joke, with many thinking it was funny. 




why he was making jokes about Māori. At the end of their discussion, he told Kajun he 
should be making jokes about white people instead. This highlighted an intersect of a 
perceived sense of ‘racial obligation’ to not make fun of one’s own culture - a point a few 
of the other comedians also noted. It presented an interesting moment of tension, that this 
old friend thought Kajun was, in a sense, being racist, to make jokes about Māori, but 
Kajun disagreed with this position, arguing that because he is Māori it is okay for him to 
make fun of his own culture. Distinguishing between the response from this friend over 
social media and the response of a live audience helped him navigate this. The joke was 
made specifically for his Facebook page, during the first Covid-19 lockdown. Kajun saw 
the reaction of his friend as a misinterpretation but judged the joke as effective due to the 
wider positive reception of the joke in his Facebook community. 
Kajun only considers changing his material if he feels he is not providing an 
entertaining experience to those who paid to see him, and therefore who he has a 
responsibility to entertain. When it comes to social media and the internet, he stated that 
everyone has an opinion, so it should not influence the choices you make regarding your 
material. Though he stated he would probably still use the joke, he learnt from this 
experience that his material can have a negative impact, even if only for one individual.  
It was good because at least I don't think ‘Cool. This is clean.’ You know, I'm 
getting away with everything that I'm saying at least having that one person 
who was a bit sensitive to it. It makes me think a little bit more (Kajun, Zoom 
Interview, July 2020). 
While Kajun would not change the joke if he were to use it in a set, his words 
indicate that the experience provided him insight to the impact that his material can have 




the impact he can have through his comedy, but that it would not stop him from 
maintaining agency regarding his comedy and remaining true to himself and the material 
he wanted to present. This leads on to the importance of audience recognition for 
comedians as it can take multiple forms. 
Audience recognition is another key agenda for the comedians. This can take 
multiple forms from the construction of jokes to tailor to a particular audience as will be 
explored in the next section, or even giving the audience a sense of agency and control 
within the set itself. An example of this can be seen in Heta’s (July 2020) tactic called ‘the 
matrix’, providing the audience with a sense of agency and influence on the material they 
are about to see. He explained that he is practicing being two types of comics. His ‘clean’ 
set is about his family, friends, and environmental topics, which he calls “comic A”. His 
other set is focused on social conversations and uncomfortable topics that people do not 
normally discuss such as Black Lives Matter, that he refers to as “comic B”. At the 
beginning of his set, he discloses what to expect from each performance to the audience 
and that they can choose which comic he will be for that show. He explained that when the 
audience is presented with the choice, they almost always go for the edgier one – meaning 
he only must prepare for that one set. As the edgier comic, he swears and talks about social 
issues, but makes a point to not make gay or trans jokes. He also discusses that he makes a 
lot of jokes at the expense of white people, and in our interview, he told me that he has 
observed that the predominantly Pākehā audience gets even more excited for the set on 
hearing this option is available, at the start. This is another expression of the dynamic 





Adjusting material to suit the ethnic makeup of the audience 
While the comedians strive for authenticity in their presentation of self, the crafting 
of material is a meticulous one that often considers many factors, including, the make-up 
of their typical audience. Josiah explained that the average audience at a comedy night is 
filled with middle class Pākehā, something all my participants were closely aware of. 
When performing to a predominately white audience, there were both conscious and 
unconscious changes to their material. As Josiah said; 
Ya know in New Zealand because its mostly us performing to white people, 
you change without even realising you’ve changed the sort of stuff you talk 
about and how you talk about it. It’s just inevitable cause you’re trying to 
please an audience full of white people (Josiah, Phone Interview, August 
2020). 
This was an acknowledgement that every comedian seemed to recognise, particularly 
within their own journey in comedy. Jamaine shared similar thoughts on the topic; 
Yeah, those are the people you're performing to, so you learn to do comedy 
that doesn't alienate them. Even though you're different to them you can't 
alienate them because they are your audience. And so, you kind of get used to 
that (Jamaine, Zoom Interview July 2020). 
The importance of the audience is stressed throughout the different interviews with 
each participant, as without an audience it would not be stand-up. The common thread 
between the interviews was the importance of not alienating or being malicious to your 
audience. Furthermore, as noted by the comedians as they perform, they learn the limits to 





One example of this can be seen in Heta’s discussion of how he constructs material 
that while targeting white audiences, does not alienate them. Heta (July 2020) in his sets 
discusses matters of institutionalised racism, referencing wider systematic issues that are 
perpetuated by white people, while not directly targeting them as individually responsible. 
In not directly targeting white people as the reason for the racism, the jokes performed are 
seen by the audience as not ‘too brutal’ (Heta, July 2020). These insights demonstrate the 
introspective and reflexive understanding that Māori comedians in stand-up comedy 
navigate as they perform for a predominately white audience. However, it is also critical to 
acknowledge that there are shows wherein the comedians perform to a predominately 
Māori audience which influences their approach to their material.  
Crack Up With the Cuzzies provides a different example of influence of the 
audience. This was a show presented in Palmerston North back in September of 2019 
organised by Comedy Hub to highlight the talent of local Indigenous stand-ups. For 
context, Jade and Jamaine performed in the 2019 show and Kajun performed in the 2020 
show. In contrast to the experiences that Māori comedians typically have performing in 
front of a predominately Pākehā audience, the comedians at this now annual event can 
construct jokes for those of their community. It requires a different form of joke crafting 
and acknowledgment of the audience’s knowledge. Jade highlighted this, by explaining 
that when he wanted advice from successful young Māori and Pasifika comedian, Joe 
Daymond for his set for Crack Up with the Cuzzies he was told; 
“Look, hey, you probably need to work on [that]”, he goes “that stuff will 
work with that crowd, but if you come to Auckland a lot of people aren't going 




As Josiah noted in our interview the idea of Black Comedy, where African 
Americans perform to a predominately African American audience, is completely different 
from performing to a white audience. Josiah (August 2020) explained that Black Comedy 
is about African Americans performing to members of their own community, which results 
in a completely different performance as there are less racial preconceptions to navigate. In 
a similar way my participants performances to audiences predominately of people of 
colour, such as at Crack Up with the Cuzzies, tended to paradoxically focus on material 
that they would present in front of any audience, though Jade constructed an entire new set 
for this performance. Jamaine and Kajun told me that they drew on their best material and 
just performed it at the show as they knew it would have the greatest effect. Jamaine noted 
that the only change he made for that show was some jokes specifically about Palmerston 
North to warm the crowd up. 
In analysing Jamaine’s set for Crack Up with the Cuzzies he made roughly eight 
minutes of material regarding Palmerston North. He opens the set with his favourite 
moment of the night being when the MC Zac McCall said; 
“Yo we’re Māori, you know we’re pussies but we will fuck you up. Am I 
right?” And y’all went like “Nah”. “Nah bro we don’t perpetuate the negative 
stereotypes… that bind us with generational trauma. Get fucked my bro” 
(Jamaine, Crack Up With The Cuzzies, 2019a). 
Within that introductory bit is clearly a reference to the impact of colonialism and 
institutionalised racism on perceptions of Māori. The material he made for the show then 
talks about the stereotype of Palmerston North being an awful place to visit. This was the 




based on material that he performs to any audience, though it is important to point out that 
they are based on Māori topics and his own experiences, much like Kajun.  
The jokes Jamaine (2019a) discussed at his Crack Up with the Cuzzies show, which I 
will provide more detail on in the next chapter on narrative and material included, the lack 
of positive Māori male role models, self-deprecation of his intelligence growing up, gang 
mentality, experiences with weed, meeting John Key, and his love of reading as a kid. For 
Kajun, his set for Crack Up with the Cuzzies was grounded on stereotypes of Māori with 
crime and prison, Indigenous pride, and experiences of stereotyping and discrimination. 
This brief insight into the sort of material they covered in their sets are indicative of their 
personal experiences as Māori men. Josiah (August 2020) explained that when it comes to 
the material a comedian presents that material “is who you are too”, and while it may not 
be about Māori topics it is of course going to come from that positionality.  
Even without the conscious choice, as Jade showed to specifically construct his set 
around the premise of the show, Jamaine’s and Kajun’s material is very much grounded 
around similar topics that Jade explored in his set. Jade (July 2020) constructed his set 
specifically for the show, and very much in the vein of Black Comedy, tailoring his set to 
his audience. He begins his set first off by telling the audience his typical opener is to say; 
generally, depending on the set what I usually say is ‘I’ll be your token Māori 
tonight’… because Māori people and amateur comedy go together like Māori 
people and telling the truth to your WINZ case manager (Jade, Crack Up With 
The Cuzzies, 2019b). 
His opening section discusses stereotypical perceptions regarding Māori and 
unemployment (Jade, 2019b). His set then shifts to a positive reflection of the growth in 




by Pākehā (Jade, 2019b). He then touches upon Meka Whaitiri, a Māori politician who 
was removed as a minister after bullying claims, related to bruising and yelling at a staff 
member (Cooke and Watkins, 2018). He also mentioned Oranga Tamariki, who in 
February of 2018 used armed police to carry out an order of the Family Court to uplift a 
baby from a single mum, without giving the whānau prior notification (Anon, 2019). This 
was one of hundreds of cases of children being taken from their families, with the handling 
of the situations being noted as a “systemic failure”, one that perpetuated discrimination 
and breached Māori rights (Anon, 2019). He also discusses the irony of Ngapuhi inviting 
Don Brash, a white politician, to speak at Waitangi Day, who in 2004 critiqued current 
political system need for iwi representation in District Health Boards and the allocation of 
Māori electorate seats in Parliament viewing them as “anarchistic” (National Party, 2004). 
Lastly, he discussed the situation of Ihumatoa a piece of sacred Māori land that is under 
threat of being developed due to city planning (SOUL, 2019).  
His set resonates with the core ideals of Black Comedy, making jokes related to 
serious and painful social issues and experiences. These are all matters specific to the 
Māori community. Personally, either through my disconnect with the news over the last 
few years or disconnect from the community, did not know the context for many of the 
jokes. However, his execution of the material and context given made me laugh. While 
sombre in nature, Jade navigates these topics with a light heartedness that is intended to 
make the audience feel connected and strong after enduring these examples of 
discrimination and mistreatment. In doing so he reaffirms the importance of community 
and perseverance for Māori. 
There are many approaches to comedy some comedians in fact find it effective target 
the dominant audience. Heta has constructed his approach to comedy to rely on a sense of 




aspect of that is that in his set up he discusses the preface of the edgier comic who makes 
jokes about the dominant group and his experiences with discrimination and racism 
growing up in New Zealand. As he states in his script, after discussing how he does not 
make fun of members of the LGBTQ community he says; 
I also don’t go after other minorities, I punch up...so…I tell a lot of white 
people jokes. So, if you're white you're going to be really conflicted tonight. 
Sorry, not sorry. (Heta, Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
The fact that his script revolves around his personal experiences of racism and 
making fun of white individuals racist and discriminatory preconceptions, it would appear 
the act of “calling out” his target at the start of his set is edgy. However, it can be viewed 
as a form of building rapport with the members of the white audience. As I have 
mentioned, the participants shared an understanding that a critical part of the comedian’s 
role is to not alienate the audience or be malicious toward them. Telling the audience his 
intention outright, was a skilful way to ensure the set does not come across as a visceral 
and malicious attack.  Instead, the audience engages with the idea and put themselves into 
a comedic mindset. Based on Heta’s comments, the audience enjoys the deprecation when 
he discloses the material covered in his edgier set.  
The comedians performances do not maintain ethnic boundaries as Holmes and Hay 
(1997:133) would suggest. When Māori comedians choose to perform material based on 
their lives to Pākehā audience, there may be a lack of cultural knowledge on part of some 
of the audience members regarding some topics. This may increase a sense of community 
and comradery between Māori audience members and the comedians, but this is not 




discussed within their work are an attempt of breaking down barriers between Māori and 
Pākehā through personal accounts and stories. 
Personal experience is a critical factor in the comedian’s attitudes to making jokes 
that are charged within racial discourse and targets white audience members. Jamaine (July 
2020) originally only wrote material that he thought other people would find funny, 
avoiding topics like racism and discrimination. Over time and through his interactions with 
the other members of his comedy trio, Frickin Dangerous Bro, he grew in confidence to 
address topics more centred around his own experiences with racism and discrimination. It 
was through discussions with the other members of Frickin Dangerous Bro and seeing 
each other grow in confidence, that they began to talk about issues of racism and 
discrimination eventually incorporating the topics in their shows, even though the audience 
they performed to was predominately white. How a comedian crafts his show in the face of 
an audience that is not of their culture is based somewhat on personal preferences, but a 
key aspect throughout all their approaches were ideas surrounding authenticity.  
Authenticity as a social tool 
Comedians often use fronts (Wuster, 2006:25) to construct a comic “character”. 
This “character” is a strategic creation that is crafted to suit the type of comic they wish to 
be and reflect aspects of themselves (Wuster, 2006:25). The “character” is strategically 
created to create a comedic medium for the jokes and overall set to be better received 
(Wuster, 2006:26). Often the “character” is shaped and developed over time to work with 
the material a comedian wishes to present. Heta’s use of two different on-stage personas’, 
highlights his use of this strategy. It also shows that while an individual construction, the 
character (and its success in eliciting laughter) remains grounded in the dynamics and 
relationship between the comedian and the audience. Thus, it is also dependent on the 




use of characters or personas on stage, the comedians in my study heavily emphasised that 
being ‘true to themselves’ and being ‘authentic’ was a critical aspect of their presentation.  
Being authentic and being accepted/acceptable to audiences sometimes stood in 
tension. For example, Kajun’s perspective regarding the influence of audiences is 
encapsulated by this one quote from our interview. 
I can't go up there and let other people's ideals and that sort of influence what 
I'm going to say, because this is about what I want to say (Kajun, Zoom 
Interview, July 2020).  
Kajun has taken values he was raised with and applied them to his approach to 
comedy. An important aspect he noted was that he tries to be very smart about what he 
says even if it comes across as offensive. He noted that even though to some degree he 
must watch what he says, he thinks that in some way people are paying for someone to 
push the boundaries and share their authentic opinions, unfiltered by the wider influence of 
political correctness and opinions of the audience. Each comedian shared this view, 
reinforcing DeCamp’s (2017:331) analysis that the use of personal narratives within a 
comedian’s set, especially when discussing experiences of racism, is seen as more 
authentic by audiences. As my participants seemed to emphasise, it may also feel more 
authentic and ethically correct to them. We can draw connections and similarities to the 
Māori renaissance when Māori writers and authors were empowered through the telling of 
their own stories (Horan and Matthews, 2019:191).  I go on in the following section to link 
this value of authenticity, to the values and aesthetics of street culture. 
For most of the comedians interviewed, their physical presentation of self appeared to be 
highly influenced by African American street. As Belle (2004:292) noted, authenticity is a 




presentation and lyrics. A critical aspect is succeeding after times of hardship that typically 
defines “the streets”, such as discrimination, inequality, and racism (Belle, 2004:290). 
These experiences and stories come to be the cornerstone for many lyrical choices in 
songs. Portraying yourself as a “real man” is critical in hip-hop and street culture (Belle, 
2004:294), and this mentality seems to also be a critical part of stand-up. Thus, the 
emphasis on authenticity amongst the Māori comedians interviewed reveals another link 
the value of hip-hop culture.  
Josiah argued that comedy is about performing material that the performer wants, 
concluding that comedy is about being yourself and not being malicious. As he noted; 
 I’ve always been me on stage, it has always been me dialled up to eleven and 
I’ve always been like I don’t really care, I’m just straight up with how I’m 
feeling and what I want to do (Josiah, Phone Interview, August 2020).  
Out of all the comedians interviewed Josiah was the only one who acknowledged 
putting on a character. However, he did stress that at its core it is still him and key aspects 
of himself on display for the audience to experience.  
Connecting this theme to the previous one, Jade shared similar ideas to Josiah that 
performing to different audiences can impact material written by Māori. The example he 
brought up was about his experience performing in Crack up With the Cuzzies and the 
response Joe Daymond had regarding his material crafted for a predominately Māori 
audience. To Jade, it raised the importance of agency and presenting material he wished to 
perform, viewing it as more important than changing said material to suit the wider 




Fuck that if they relate to it or not. Is it funny? That’s it. Is what you were 
saying funny? Yes, then it goes in there man (Jade, Zoom Interview, July 
2020).  
In Jade’s case, it was always more about writing comedy that he thought was funny. 
Like the other comedians interviewed he found it important to remain true to himself and 
be authentic with the material he wanted to perform.  
Jamaine further cemented this as he said; 
The material I do for me is all personal. It's all about me, it's me, it's my ego. 
It’s what I want to say, it’s what I think. And you paid money and I'm saying 
what I want to say, and I'm sharing with you and when I'm doing stand-up it is 
all about me (Jamaine, Zoom Interview, July 2020).  
This quote encapsulates the heart of stand-up. It demonstrates how despite an 
awareness of an audience that is predominately Pākehā, Jamaine and the other comedians 
can ignore the wider expectations and perform the material they want. In this way, being 
themselves is very much a socio-political act. It is similar to Billy T. James’ navigation of 
ethnic humour, in that while his skits and material focused on Māori social issues and was 
met with a mix of positive and negative responses, he still performed the comedy he 
wished and through dark humour was able to engage in dialogue with a Pākehā audience 
regarding ongoing and historical racism (Horan and Matthews, 2019:198).  
In the following section I work to apply two useful sociological theories to the 
observations I have made around how my participants managed their content, and their 
self-presentation, in dynamic relationship with the ethnic makeup of audiences, and the 




Impression Management and Cultural Frame Switching  
Erving Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life can be used to 
understand how identity becomes a marker of the individual. Goffman (1959:10) viewed 
everyday social interactions as ‘performances’ that were innately influenced by the wider 
environment and the audience. He argued these performances were constructions to 
provide “impressions” that are consistent with the desires of the actor. Furthermore, the 
performance was always occurring regardless of the actors conscious or unconscious 
awareness (Goffman, 1959:10). Impression management is the establishment of a social 
identity or a “front”, used to define how others understand the individual based on the 
projected character traits that the actor presents (Goffman, 1959:13-14). Impression 
management reveals the way the comedians work to control the information given about 
themselves, seen through the creation of comic “characters”. 
The social actor must effectively control the information presented through these 
different mediums to convince the audience of their behaviour (Goffman, 1959:132). The 
idea of believability and authenticity is critical as verbal and non-verbal actions become 
attributed to the front that actors present. Authenticity is a critical aspect to these 
discussions of identity presentation. The comedian’s authentic presentation of self is the 
ideal, with a focus on being authentic to themselves being uncompromising, opinionated, 
and positioned. However, it is important to discuss the emotional labour that must come 
with embodying an authentic presentation of self.  
Within stand-up there is an aspect of emotional labour within the performative nature 
of the genre that each comedian must grapple with in their own way. Contemporary 
scholars define emotional labour as the “regulation of behaviour”, displaying what is 
deemed the appropriate emotion for specific situations (Humphrey, et al., 2015:751). This 




acting is when individuals present emotions they are not really feeling, with the point of 
not feeling the emotions (Humphrey, et al., 2015:751). In contrast deep acting is when 
individuals try to actively feel the emotions they want when interacting with other people 
(Humphrey, et al., 2015:751). A third form of emotional labour is the spontaneous and 
genuine emotional responses that conform to social expectations without the need to act or 
force oneself to perform in that manner (Humphrey, et al., 2015:751). One’s approach to 
stand-up comedy is dependent on the individual but could draw on any of these aspects as 
they perform. For many of the comedians there seems to be a lot of spontaneous and or 
genuine emotional responses as seen from my interview with Heta. Heta based his choices 
for set topics on; 
real life experiences. So I might be watching TV, I might be reading or see 
something on social media and that kind of triggers my feeling around it (Heta, 
Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
Much like Jamaine’s emotional response to the representation of Māori in media, 
Heta;s approach is grounded in real emotions, so there is no need for the comedians to 
engage in surface or deep acting in their performances. 
Emotional labour can have significant consequences for an individual’s sense of self. 
Mainly, that surface acting induces stress, impaired well-being, emotional dissonance, and 
an important point relevant to my discussion on cultural frame switching and impression 
management “a loss of one’s sense of authentic self” (Humphrey, et al., 2015:749). 
Individuals who engage between “feeling and feigning” emotions within performances can 
create a sense of inauthenticity within themselves (Humphrey, et al., 2015:751). Josiah 
was the only comedian who mentioned surface acting in retelling jokes and keeping up the 




seems as if the comedians emotional labour is typically grounded by deep acting or 
spontaneous and genuine emotional labour. From the interviews, it is apparent ideas of 
authenticity are critical to their performance and presentation, causing for, ideas of surface 
acting and faking a personality to be counter intuitive to their main goal of connecting with 
the audience. 
Cultural frame shifting is a commonly used tactic by bicultural individuals. It is the 
ability to “shift between their two cultural interpretive frames in response to cues in the 
social environment” (Cheng et al., 2006:742). Psychologists van Oudenhaven and Benet-
Martínez (2015:48) stress that an integral part of cultural frame switching is the idea of 
“intercultural competence”. This refers to an individual’s “ability to interact effectively 
with people from different cultures” (van Oudenhaven and Benet-Martínez 2015:47-48). 
For the comedians of this study, cultural frame switching can be understood as one of the 
reasons why they changed or constructed their material to perform in front of a 
predominately white audience or a predominantly Māori audience. This framework reveals 
their ability to alter the construction of their material based on the social situation.  
One of the main reason’s individuals engage in cultural frame switching is because 
of stereotype threat. Stereotype threat refers to an individual’s anxiety regarding 
potentially reaffirming negative perceptions of the group (Schwartz et al, 2014:102). Kajun 
was aware of this underlying sense of stereotype threat;  
One of the biggest things for me, especially being Māori, is that when I go out 
there I have to try and bury a lot of the bad stereotypical Māori stuff so [I’m] 




As he said one of the ways he does this is through self-deprecation and appearing 
humble. Kajun’s awareness of pre-existing stereotypes ties back to Goffman’s idea of 
impression management and stigma. As Goffman wrote;  
When an individual appears before others his actions will influence the 
definition of the situation which they come to have (Goffman, 1959:3).  
Kajun is trying to influence the impact of his actions and how the audience will 
perceive him, as with the premediated assumptions and stigma of the community, Kajun 
knows the audience will come into his performances with biases and preconceptions of 
him. Stigma influences perceptions of an individual from others based on preconceived 
notions, usually applying ‘untested stereotypes’ to the individual, as well as assume 
matters regarding the individuals social class and occupation (Goffman, 1959:1). The 
audiences preconceptions of the individual and their response to them will also guide the 
outcomes of the interaction between the actor and the audience (Goffman, 1959:3). 
Impression management becomes a critical method through which comedians of ethnic 
groups navigate stigma and stereotypes. An example of impression management in this 
study is the comedians approach to their accent and voice when performing. 
The ‘dumb Maori voice’ was made prominent by Billy T. James and is an example of the 
threat of stereotypes, and the management of stigma that these comedians must practice. 
This was discussed throughout my interviews with the comedians. As noted in the book 
Funny As. a Story of New Zealand Comedy, Billy T. James, while admired, and having a 
significant impact and legacy within New Zealand for his style and skill as an entertainer 
was also criticised for perpetuating stereotypes (Horan and Matthews, 2019:183). For 
example, the Te News sketches were one example of how he perpetuated certain 




stumbled on big words and was very informal (Horan and Matthews, 2019:191). The 
accent came to be viewed as reminiscent of older ‘Hori’ humour that was very derogatory 
to Māori and drew on stereotypes for comedic effect (Horan and Matthews, 2019:191). 
Billy T. himself noted that while his presentation of the characters and accents he used in 
his shows had been meet with criticism, they were based on the people in his life, friends 
and family members sense of humour and ways that they spoke (Horan and Matthews, 
2019:191). 
Engaging in stand-up comedy within a multicultural society and basing comedic 
characters on other Māori could potentially strengthen and further perpetuate these 
stereotypes. Many of the comedians I interviewed noted that they would try and avoid the 
dumb accent to avoid doing so. As such the impression management of the comedians in 
their performances goes beyond just the management of individual and personal 
conceptions of the comedians, but to a wider more holistic management of the 
community’s conception by the audience. Heta expressed it with great resistance, saying 
that it is a line he will not cross when he is performing. As a result, many comedians will 
“adjust and calibrate” their cultural self to meet the demands of the sociocultural 
environment when crafting their set (Ferguson et al., 2017:109). Due to perceived 
stigmatisation and discrimination, individuals have been known to “play up” and “play 
down” different aspects of their cultural identity based on responses from others 
(Ferguson, et al., 2017:110). When performing to a predominately white audience there is 
a response by comedians to “play down” aspects of their cultural identity to avoid the 
stereotype threat.  
Despite this, the use of a stereotypical Māori voice for comedic effect was seen in many 
performances of the comedians. The first section of Jamaine’s set at the 2019 comedy gala 




brother now speaks with an Australian accent but will in some cases speak with a very 
‘Kiwi’ twang for particular words. The voice used as he is talking about his brother can be 
distinguished as more of a Māori voice than ‘Kiwi’. The difference between the two is one 
voice is trying to isolate Māori from Pākehā, whereas the use of a ‘Kiwi’ voice joins both 
communities. Annunciating particular words in the accent can be seen in the same vein of 
Billy T. James’ Māori character accents. It is used to distinguish the Māori population 
from the Pākehā community, presenting an interesting contrast to the theory surrounding 
cultural frame switching. Rather than steering away from using a voice that could be 
perceived as stereotypical, Jamaine embraces it. Kajun’s 2020 performance for Crack Up 
with the Cuzzies is another example. One of the main segments of his set is talking about 
his cousin in prison, ‘Rangi’ and how he was in jail for stealing a phone. Throughout the 
joke Kajun shifted between characters of himself and his cousin, all while presenting these 
characters in stereotypical manner using a distinctive Māori accent for both characters. 
This contrasts further with typical expectations of cultural frame switching.  
The voice is a powerful tool in stand-up and the choice one has in utilising their 
accent or not plays a critical role in the performance and construction of jokes. Gimbel et 
al., (2020) compared the utilisation of the Indian accent between “woke” comedian Hari 
Kondabolu and “pride” comedian Russell Peters in their individual stand-up routines. As 
they explain comedy can intensify power differentials between dominant and minority 
populations, so the use of an individuals cultural accent is often a consideration (Gimbel, 
et al., 2020:211).  
It is important to acknowledge that while “pride” and “woke” comedy are different, 
they are defined by the idea of the “witty reportee” (Gimbel, et al., 2020:212). This is the 
intent of humanizing the cultural group in the eyes of others through changing misguided 




Gimbel et al. (2020:12) discuss the “witty” aspect refers to the fact that the comedian’s 
material are jokes with the intention of being amusing to the audience. The “reporting” 
refers to the idea that the intention of the material is to have a more informed audience 
regarding the cultural group (Gimbel, et al., 2020:212). 
As the comedian Kondabolu explained in the study conducted by Gimbel et al. 
(2020:211-212), a “woke” comedian understands that the social inequity is perpetuated by 
structural elements caused by power differentials of an elite having an unconscious bias, in 
turn affecting perceptions of minority or colonised cultures. When it comes to the use of 
accents, a “woke” comedian will avoid using stereotypical accents in their performance as 
they see it as further perpetuating racist perceptions (Gimbel, et al., 2020:212). Kondabolu 
argued the use of the Indian accent in his performances, would take anything he said and 
be re-interpreted by the majority as “through the lens of the Otherized Indian” (Gimbel, et 
al.,2020:214). As such he removes the accent from his performances to lessen the harm his 
comedy could potentially have. 
However, one method he does utilise within his performances is to counter 
generalisations that harmfully otherize with generalisations that do not have the same 
connotations (Gimbel, et al.,2020:214). He views it as “witty repartee” to take negative 
generalisations and counter them, such as ‘Indians love mangoes’ and provide an in-depth 
story regarding their appreciation for the fruit (Gimbel, et al.,2020:214). By doing so, he 
mitigates wider negative generalisations as he argues- that you cannot take the Indian’s 
love of mangoes, and take it out of context, to be malicious or harmful (Gimbel, et 
al.,2020:214-215).  
The discussions regarding the potential impact of using accents within stand-up 




engaging in ethnic humour, comedians have the potential to maintain stereotypical 
perceptions of ethnic communities and validate social experiences grounded in racism and 
discrimination (Green and Linders, 2016:245). However, the comedians engagement with 
ethnic humour can also encourage members of the audience to reflect on racial prejudice 
and its consequences (Green and Linders, 2016:245).  
Josiah, presented a point of view of a “woke” comedian; 
Like you shouldn’t be racist in general. But like being racist to your own race 
has always been something that I thought was okay until I started comedy… 
Because people will laugh… (Josiah, Phone Interview, August 2020).  
The comedians acknowledged that comedy has the potential to reaffirm stereotypes 
of Māori, particularly by Billy T. James through his use of a stereotypical voice. 
Importantly there is a drive from all the comedians to not come across as racist within their 
performances, due to the importance of establishing a connection and rapport with the 
audience. Though through their material, whether an accent is used or not, I argue the 
comedians adhere to “pride” comedy. 
A “pride” comic like Russell Petters, in contrast to a “woke” comedian, seeks to take 
the cultural elements of the group that are used to cause harm, and in turn disempower the 
affect they have. (Gimbel, et al., 2020:212). As described in that study a “pride comedian” 
seeks;  
to take away the power of the bigotry by usurping ownership of the weapons 
used against [them] (Gimbel, et al., 2020:212). 
A pride comedian then uses accents throughout their performance to normalise 
differences in ways of speaking, capturing that in a multicultural society different accents 




comedians aim to normalise the use of the accent in their performances. The material the 
comedians cover speaks to their experiences of otherization to a large degree, I argue that 
in discussing these experiences many are engaging in a form of “pride” comedy, 
particularly when they utilise a Māori accent within their work.  
Through the lens of “witty repartee” using a Māori accent in their routines seeks to 
normalise its use in stand-up with the intent of de-weaponizing bigoted perceptions and 
generalisations of Māori as is further expressed within the topics of the material. 
Throughout my discussions with the comedians, I was provided with some insight into 
their “witty repartee” that they approach comedy with. For example, Heta disclosed that; 
Obviously, I want them to laugh. But also, I want them to walk away, having 
gone, shit that guy gave me a lot to think about whether it's subtle or overt 
(Heta, Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
Jade shared similar insight regarding the impact he saw comedy could have with 
further mending the relationship between Pākehā and Māori.  
I truly believe the path to understanding one another is laughter. And the more 
that we can do that together, the closer you know our nation will become and 
will be (Jade, Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
Kajun provided critical insight into his approach as a pride comedian and taking 
subject matter that is stereotypical and shedding insight into those experiences. As he 
noted in our interview; 
I find with Māori culture we’re not so open with things, not everybody, but 
we're not so open about some of the stereotypical stuff that has happened to us 




share it, and I think an audience also wants to hear something like that (Kajun, 
July, Zoom Interview, 2020). 
This quote encapsulates the perspective of a pride comedian very effectively, as 
Kajun’s approach to comedy is to have an impression on the audience in a very direct way 
as opposed to what he considers the very reserved nature of many Māori. 
A key aspect regarding each comedians approach to comedy, and in turn their 
“witty” repartee” was to do so while presenting themselves authentically. As argued by 
West et al. (2018:1) “behaving consistently across situations is fundamental to a person’s 
authenticity in Western societies”. Behaving inconsistently may not only undermine one’s 
own sense of authenticity, but also wider impressions of an individual (West, 2018:1). 
Many studies have cemented these thoughts, as individuals who frame switched were often 
seen as less likeable, trustworthy, and warm as consequences of being inconsistent and 
perceived as inauthentic (West, 2018:2). This could explain why the comedians 
interviewed promoted ideas of authenticity, due to the importance they linked to building a 
rapport and connection with the audience. Authenticity is about individuals knowing and 
behaving “real” (West, 2018:1). By resisting external influence individuals are being more 
authentic, at least in a Western context (West, 2018:2).  
This was a precedent set by Billy T. James, who took aspects of his life and 
presented for all to see, regardless of fears of external influences and stereotype thereat. 
Furthermore, it can be viewed as a revolutionary change in Māori perspectives surrounding 
self-deprecation. A key point argued by many of the comedians was that Billy T. James 
was critical in making it acceptable for Māori to make fun of themselves. Moreover, he 
helped humanise Māori. Any use of an accent by the comedians, even what could be 




established by dominant ideologies of masculinity, as is explored in the previous chapter. 
Their presentation does not adhere to typical expectations of bicultural individuals in 
comedy who will typically engage in cultural frame switching, toning down particular 
elements of their cultural identity to avoid perpetuating stereotypes and generalisations. 
The comedians interviewed engage in “pride comedy”, through their material and 
presentation they are not only managing their own individual impressions and identities 
but deflecting and disempowering harmful preconceptions that apply to the cultural and 
ethnic group they represent, as Māori, when on stage. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion this chapter has highlighted that an awareness and consideration of 
the audience they are performing to is key to the professional practice of the stand-up 
comedian, both for the construction of the material and for choices around on-stage 
performance and “character”. As demonstrated, there is often an adjustment of the material 
and one’s self-presentation based on the ethnic make-up of the audience. Importantly, the 
comedians prided themselves on ideas of authenticity being critical to building a rapport 
with audiences, and critical to their self-presentation. From these insights there comes an 
interesting paradox. On one hand, the comedians typically argued they did not change their 
self-presentation in the pursuit of authenticity, yet as highlighted by Heta’s matrix, the 
creation of a comic character plays a significant role in their routines too, their responses 
also show evidence of “material tailoring”. There is in a sense a resistance on part of the 
comedians, regarding notions of cultural frame switching, due to the high regard they 
express for authenticity, while at the same time adapting themselves to the audience and 
context engaging in a form of impression management. The next chapter develops upon 




aspect of pride comedy and resistance regarding stereotypical and discriminatory 





















Chapter 7: Narrative and Performance as Resistance 
This chapter will build on some of the points raised in the last part of chapter 6, to present 
an analysis of the set material these comedians performed in some of their recent shows – 
focussing on the topics covered, and the way these topics were managed, and how these 
can be understood to resist or subvert stereotypes. The analysis is based on recorded 
comedy routines or scripts that I was given access to, either directly by them or accessed 
through YouTube. Following an analysis of the topics the sets cover, I will discuss the 
individual decisions that go into the comedians’ approach to joke construction – based on 
how they described this in their interviews - as well as exploring their understandings of 
how their performances may influence the wider perception of the Māori community from 
the perspective of Pākehā. The last point this section will touch upon is the significance of 
the lack of diversity within the comedy scene, and the comedians’ different experiences as 
a result.  
The use of narrative is critical to this discussion, as narratives are more than a retelling of 
events; they are a fluid and dynamic expression of an individual and how they wish to be 
seen. Furthermore, the narratives may speak to power relations as humour and mockery 
can provide a form of resistance, due to “the subversive potential of ridicule and mockery 
when it was directed at those in power” (Weaver, 2010:34). This chapter will unpack 
theories of resistance and narrative, arguing that it educates individuals through the 
epideictic quality of stand-up, as demonstrated through a comparison to Native American 
stand-up. This chapter concludes that the use of comedy by Māori comedians is grounded 
in resistance to the perpetuating racist and discriminatory treatment that contemporary 
Māori endure. This reinforces Gilbert’s (1997:326) argument that ethnic humour is an 
attempt by the comedian to influence their wider social environment through discussing 




The Comedians Material as Examples of Resistance to Discrimination, 
Stereotypes and Preconceptions 
An examination of the comedians’ various performance material shows the reflective 
nature of their work, in speaking to social issues, cultural history, and their own personal 
experiences. The material comes from a Māori positionality, as Josiah reaffirmed. Kajun 
also expressed this saying; 
It does tend to go more towards my culture because a lot of my stories are 
based on stuff during my life and for them to be unique, I have to bring it back 
to my culture (Kajun, Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
The topics covered ranged from specifically racially charged jokes, tackling topics such as 
racial profiling, stereotyping, drug usage, perceptions of Māori in prison, gang affiliations, 
unemployment, Māori specific issues like land claim issues, passions and interests they 
had as children and throughout their performances expressing cultural pride. For each 
comedian there are different reasons why they choose the subject matter they wish to talk 
about, though it first and foremost must be funny. As Josiah noted in our interview;  
Comedy to me, is really just be funny, that’s all it is. Like the social issues 
whatever you are talking about is second to the actual laughter (Josiah, Phone 
Interview, August 2020). 
However as noted by the comedians, the hilarity of their material can also be a medium to 
change or open the views and opinion of the audience they are performing too. This draws 
on Forsyth’s (2012:3) rhetorical perception of satire in comedy and its impact to discuss 
issues or topics they wish through a veneer of comedy. It is also important to highlight that 
the comedians focus on topics of racism in a satirical manner, much like Chapelle, is 
incongruous in their questioning of social norms of discrimination and racism (Green and 




This is a key aspect of what makes the comedians grounded more within the framework of 
“pride” comics, as their use of “witty repartee” often deflect or de-weaponize harmful 
generalizations and preconceptions of Māori and their culture, as I discussed in the 
previous chapter 
Out of the topics discussed within the comic set material, the first I wish to highlight are 
matters of racial profiling. All the comedians interviewed discuss matters of racial 
profiling in their acts. Heta’s material for a set included the following joke;  
I am racially profiled so much, shit I get offended if I'm not. If I’m not 
followed around at a Westfield shopping mall in the first 10 minutes of getting 
there, I'll go straight to the first security guard I see and demand to be followed 
around (Heta, Script, July 2020).  
The joke is effective in demonstrating the normalcy and consistency of racial profiling that 
Māori experience. Heta reaffirms that it is such a common occurrence that it is unnatural to 
assume that you are not being racially profiled. It illustrates the preconceptions of Māori as 
having lower socio-economic opportunities, as he references by his experiences in white 
people mistaking him for a worker at discount chain store, The Warehouse, if he goes there 
wearing a red polo. It speaks to this biased expectation that a Māori man in The 
Warehouse must work there. His most effective illustration of the consistent racial 
profiling that he experiences is from his opening joke of his set Racial Bingo. He notes that 
he always opens his set with a bit of Te Reo Māori because it allows people to stop playing 
what he calls Racial Bingo, where the audience seems to eye him up and determine what 
ethnicity Heta is before he speaks. Within the joke, it also speaks to the expectations of 
Māori regarding their job prospects, with some people questioning why the bouncer would 




“Oh shit, I had him down as Samoan.” “Nah he's too small for a Samoan. I had 
him down as Tongan” “Nah, he's too tall for a Tongan. What about you?” 
“Mexican?”  “Nope. Too cold for Mexicans.” “I thought...What's the bouncer 
doing up on the stage?” (Heta, Script, 2020). 
These experiences of misidentification of ethnicity and cultural heritage is an interesting 
point discussed by many of the comedians. It highlights the treatment of Māori being 
negatively stereotyped, but also commonly misidentified at the same time. Kajun, for his 
performance at Crack Up With the Cuzzies, spoke to the importance of this issue and the 
importance of cultural pride as a result, a point I will discuss further in this section. As 
Kajun said; 
I think if you are Māori, it’s important to let everybody know, cause Māori we 
get mistaken for being all types of nationalities right. Like we get mistaken for 
being ah Mexican, Hawaiian, Iraqi. Everybody can blame Cliff Curtis for that 
(Kajun, Crack Up with the Cuzzies 2, July 2020). 
The issue of racial profiling is stressed within the material, it accentuates a critical point 
about the fluidity of other perceptions regarding individuals social identity. Cultural pride 
is an important issue stressed within the material of the joke and other jokes, and is an 
integral aspect of constructing a positive sense of self despite stereotypes and 
generalizations of the community. As Heta noted, the profiling and negative connotations 
associated with those preconceptions are something he must navigate, and telling jokes is 
one way of him tackling the issues head on.  
But it's like bitches, I'm always racially profiled. You’re always gonna look at 
me with your bias and, you're going to make a whole bunch of assumptions 




The misrepresentation and stereotyping of Māori can play a large role in the topics that the 
comedians will address in their sets. For Jamaine, one such issue was the treatment of the 
Māori community in the media depending on the context. Jamaine explained that the 
treatment of the Māori community in the media made him very angry, in good situations 
like sporting success they were referred to as New Zealanders, but in negative situations, 
such as crime, they were referred to as Māori. His comedy group made a sketch titled ‘PC 
Cop’ as part of his comedy trio Frickin Dangerous Bro show, which toured the country in 
2019 and is available to watch on YouTube. The premise of the sketch is that a police 
officer, played by Jamaine, is being interviewed by journalists at a crime scene related to a 
series of robberies in the neighbourhood. As the interview continues, he provides insight 
into the description of the perpetrator but refuses to disclose the race of the individual. He 
points out, “his race, well it doesn’t really matter what race he is. I mean, anyone can 
commit burglaries”. As the journalists press for a description, he responds; 
Look I am not going to get dragged down into your bigoted views of society. 
But the New Zealand police pride themselves on being colour blind. And that’s 
all I plan to say on the matter (Frickin Dangerous Bros, 2019a). 
This ultimately results in a ‘guess who’ situation where the journalists attempt to guess the 
ethnicity of the perpetrator, making jokes regarding multiple ethnicities and pulling out a 
‘celebrity colour chart’. The joke is effective in highlighting the issue due to the prolonged 
list and focus on identifying the perpetrator’s ethnicity, reinforcing the high level of 
importance that is placed on the matter. After their continued pressure for an answer and to 
stop their attitude and behaviour, the cop discloses “Okay the offender is described as 
Caucasian”. To which the attended journalists looks around sad and disappointed at each 
one another, only for the cop to smile and “Nah I’m just kidding he was Māori or Pacific 




bigoted views, with the cop laughing along with them. The punchline of the joke drives the 
issue home as the cop tells them; 
Now get out there and reinforce those stereotypes you pack of racists (Fricking 
Dangerous Bro, 2019a).  
This joke is an example of active resistance to the treatment of Māori, using stand-up 
comedy as an effective medium to challenge the stereotypes and generalizations of the 
community. The joke also highlights the vast racial profiling that happens to them and 
other communities, but places this not as a reality inherent to the community, but one 
based on the attitudes and biases of institutions and the individuals within them. Jamaine 
noted that group included clips of the New Zealand media, specifically journalist Duncan 
Garner racially profiling on broadcast media at the end of the show, which gave weight to 
the skit they had just performed. The use of a real-world example was effective in 
demonstrating the gravity and lived reality of the treatment of Māori in media. 
Josiah crafted a set for the New Zealand documentary series That’s a Bit Racist, which 
also tackled what impact racism has in his day-to-day life. His first joke of the set 
discussed how because he is Māori, he cannot fall asleep in public, as people will make 
assumptions that he has had a “synthetic marijuana overdose”, due to the negative 
stereotypes about Māori with drug abuse and addiction. He says; 
I just wake up to a paramedic shaking me like “What did you take?” And I’m 
just like “A nap” (Josiah, That’s a Bit Racist, 2019). 
There is resistance demonstrated as Josiah deflects that his cultural identity is not corelated 
with an overdose on drugs. Paramedics worried over him taking a nap highlight the 




Another example from Josiah’s set that helps resist narratives through the sharing of 
experiences and also humanise Māori, is about the struggles of hitchhiking as a 6-foot 3 
brown man. Josiah’s size combined with his skin tone does not make people consider him 
a “road trip buddy” they instead think “speed up” (Josiah, That’s a Bit Racist, 2019). He 
jokes that as a result, he feels as if he is only there for moral support, as many cars drive 
past him with his thumb up. This joke is another example of resistance demonstrating 
prejudice, taking this event, and using it as a medium to highlight how his skin and size 
influence how others perceive him.  
The final joke from Josiah’s set is focused on his experiences as a child dealing with 
racism and how Sarah’s (a fictional character) father seemed to not like him purely based 
on his “delicious chocolate covered coating”. The joke talks about how he started to think 
if he were not dark skinned, he would be liked by Sarah’s father, but found the notion 
weird as he would just be a skeleton. As he describes in the joke, he draws the line at 
having to just be a skeleton to get validation. 
Like if my daughter was hanging out with a skeleton kid I’d be like. “Listen up 
Sarah you stay away from that skeleton boy our kinds don’t mix” She’ll be like 
“Oh but he’s my friend”. “He ain’t your friend Sarah he’s a numbskull.” “Dad 
you can’t say that word that’s a swear word”. “I’ll say whatever I want Sarah. 
In fact, this used to be a good neighbourhood before the skeletons moved in.  
Now this place is a graveyard” (Josiah, That’s a Bit Racist, 2019). 
Framing the topic within this absurd framework resonates with the audience effectively. 
The father talking to his daughter is bigoted, stuck in a biased perception of these 
skeletons, despite the daughters argument that ‘we are all the same on the inside’, a 




bigotry. He notes he is lightening the topic of racism in his discussion through the 
metaphor of skeletons, touching upon the experiences of Māori. The punchline of the joke 
speaks to the constant power differentials between Maori and Pakeha, and how this 
continues to perpetuate the problems that Māori experience. As he ends the joke; 
It’s okay to be like mean to skeletons you can’t be racist to them. You know. 
Cause they’re white (Josiah, That’s a Bit Racist, 2019). 
Ultimately this speaks to the power differential within racism itself, that being racist to 
white people only perpetuates a cycle wherein racism continues to be used. Comedy is an 
outlet for him and others to speak to these experiences directly and in turn show members 
of the white audience, through a veneer of laughter and self-reflection, the impact racism 
can have.  
Another example comes from Jamaine’s joke about running into some Mongrel Mob 
members at a wedding, he performed at both the 2019 Crack Up with the Cuzzies and the 
2019 New Zealand Comedy Gala. He explains that at the end of 2018, he went to a 
wedding in Wairua, which as he explains, is well known for its gang culture.  
Jamaine informs the audience that there are two main gangs there, the Mongrel Mob who 
wear red, and Black Power who wear blue. The bride of the wedding, unbeknownst to 
Jamaine, was marrying a man affiliated with the Mongrel Mob. Jamaine arrived to the 
wedding wearing a blue shirt, and as a result was given a lot of confused and menacing 
looks by Mongrel Mob members. Jamaine states that not soon after “the biggest Mongrel 
Mobbiest looking dude” starts walking towards him, looking very intimidating, and says; 





“Bro you crack up as g” [Turning to his friends] he was like “Yeah boys he has 
been on 7 Days. bro this is the guy” (Jamaine, New Zealand Comedy Gala, 
2019b and Crack Up with the Cuzzies, 2019c). 
He reaffirmed that he and his friends enjoyed watching Jamaine’s comedy on television 
and to continue doing a great job, before saying “And oh yeah take that blue shirt off or I 
will fuck you up” (Jamaine 2019b and 2019c). The joke is effective as it subverts 
expectations normally associated with gang members. The opening interaction between 
Jamaine and the gang member highlights the humanity of these individuals despite their 
engagement with a dangerous and violent culture. They are individuals with a sense of 
humour, who engage in casual activities like watching the television with friends. While 
the punchline of the joke could be seen as reaffirming the preconceptions and 
generalizations about Māori, gangs, and violence, the lead up is still effective in 
humanising the gang member to an extent.  
Jade also provides a joke that resists narratives associated with gang members by 
emphasising that not all Māori are associated with gang culture, in a set from the 2019 
Comedy Hub Bucket Show. Jade’s joke begins how after moving back to New Zealand 
from Australia after 12 years, he had organised to have a reunion with some of his old high 
school mates. He prefaces the joke stating that he went to a private boarding school for 
Māori boys, which highlights a contrast to stereotypical narratives that typically depict 
Māori as typically lower in socio-economic class with low intelligence and a tendency for 
violence (Webber, 2012:24). However, this is immediately countered by his 
acknowledgement that one of his friends became a high-ranking member of the Mongrel 
Mob. He tells his experience of an invitation to a Mongral Mob party and effectively 




Anyway, so I go to this mongrel mob party and my bro introduced me to a 
couple of his mates, x, y and z. Blah blah dork and blah blah dork (Jade, 
Bucket Show, 2019a). 
The word ‘dork’ is a term typically used to denote someone who has made a silly or stupid 
decision. He uses the term throughout the joke as well as ‘wannabe clown’ when referring 
to the gang members, in a sense ostracising and reinforcing the separation of gang 
lifestyles from the whole Māori community. He describes that the craziest situation of the 
whole night was that some gang members came up to him and asked him if he wanted to 
join them for a ‘bark’, so he said yes as to avoid causing a fight. A ‘bark’ is when some 
members will go onto the balcony and bark at passers-by, which they did this for 20 
minutes. The story is effective in showcasing the gang members at least in this story not as 
threats but as immature, to the degree that they think they are being cool and tough while 
imitating dogs. Showcasing the less threatening and violent side of the gang members 
illustrates the complexity of the individuals in question. However, one of the key outcomes 
in sharing this story is illustrating the separation of this gang world from the entire Māori 
community; while there is a predominance of Māori in gangs it is not indicative of all 
Māori. 
Each of the jokes discussed and analysed so far provide insight into the lived experiences 
of many Māori, and humanise Māori to members of the audience whose perspectives are 
often dominated by these stereotypes and preconceptions. Through the material focused on 
racial profiling, stigmatisation, and discrimination, the comedians humanise the 
community due to their perseverance and continued mistreatment, points that many 
members of an audience can be drawn to and sympathise with even if they are not Māori. 
It is also in non-racially charged material that audience members can garner a more 




There are similarities here to the acclaimed work of Taika Waititi. His films showcased the 
more nerdy and geeky side of Māori through the perspective of a 12-year-old named Boy 
(2010), providing a contrast to films that focus on the representation of violence and gang 
culture like Lee Tamahori’s Once We Were Warriors (1994), some topics covered by the 
comedians also addressed some of these aspect within the community. In Jamaine’s 2019 
set for Crack Up with the Cuzzies, he discussed his passion and love for reading growing 
up and how he would take any opportunity to read. He joked that because he read his 
mother’s romance novels, his schoolteachers noted he had the reading level of a 50-year-
old woman. Another example comes from his set on the Transformers franchise - the 80’s 
cartoon about anthropomorphic robots who could turn into vehicles (Jamaine, 2014). He 
noted that even though most other people may not care about it, he still wanted to talk 
about it in his set, simply because it is one of the things he enjoys (Jamaine, 2020). Again, 
like Waititi, this can be argued to be humanising Māori by showcasing the geeky and 
nerdy side of some individuals in the community, especially as the love of cartoons as a 
child is relatable.  
Comedy became a medium through which the comedians in turn ‘call out’ their 
treatment and expectations. Cultural pride is an integral aspect to this, reinforcing that 
through their material, they can build a sense of group solidarity and community despite 
the negative treatment that may occur. Jade crafted his set for Crack Up with the Cuzzies to 
have more specific material that would resonate with a Māori audience. His jokes covered 
a wide and diverse range of topics that Māori were involved in throughout 2018 and 2019, 
such as land rights claims, politics, and the abduction of Māori children. These stories 
woven throughout his narrative spoke to the perseverance and resilience of the community, 




What are Narratives? 
Narratives are ingrained in human cultures. As McAdams and McLean (2013:233) 
express in their work on narrative identity, “Human beings are natural storytellers”. 
Whether they are traditional folktales, oral stories, or modern reality television, stories are 
found cross culturally and ingrained within the many mediums of communication available 
to us (McAdams and McLean, 2013:233). Of relevance to the comedians I studied, 
individuals construct and share stories detailing the impact of those experiences 
(McAdams and McLean, 2013:233). The comedians incorporated stories about their own 
lives and experiences into their sets. It is critical to understand that the narratives people 
tell are more than just linguistic constructions of events, but rather they form part of their 
narrative identity (McAdams and McLean, 2013:233).  
This can be seen in the performance material of the comedians, and how their 
presentation of self is influenced by one’s ability to construct a narrative identity, learning 
to tell stories within cultural parameters and outside of it, a skill learnt over time and with 
growing confidence (McAdams and Mclean, 2013:235). A critical stage in a person’s life 
to learn to define oneself is adolescence, where there is an active encouragement for 
individuals to “figure out” who they are and “define the self” through conversation, 
typically done through one’s ability to tell stories about themselves (McAdams and 
Mclean, 2013:235). Critically, the comedians’ presentation of self is influenced by the 
material they cover within their sets and this in turn is a conscious decision on the part of 
the comedian to express and present certain aspects of their personal life in the stories they 
share. It is critical to provide some insight into traditional aspects of Māori storytelling and 





There are many ways narratives were expressed within Māori culture. The culture 
predominately based its narratives and storytelling in the oral tradition, with a focus on the 
many different expressions and practices to share narratives and stories between each 
other. Indigenous narratives are central to constructions of Indigenous identity, with stories 
often explaining a culture’s origin, for example, locating the individual not just in a 
physical sense but also “socially, environmentally, culturally, and spiritually” (Ware et al., 
2018:46). A key aspect of Māori narratives is that they are grounded on the “understanding 
and passing on [of] knowledge”. This includes multiple mediums such as oral traditions 
like songs and folklore and visual arts like carving, dance and tattooing (Ware, et al., 
2018:46).  
These examples demonstrate the importance of narrative for transmitting 
culture, history and values and the ways that narrative as a form is given 
expression through many practices (Ware et al., 2018:46). 
Narratives not only help us to understand the actions of individuals or plot in a story, 
as Ware et al. (2018:46) discuss, narratives can demonstrate the consequences of certain 
historical actions or events in contemporary lives. Furthermore, it is important to 
acknowledge that individual’s narratives are constrained by social circumstances and 
resources (Ware et al., 2018:46), which relates to the Bourdieu’s framework of social 
capital. As such when we examine the intersection of individuals sense of self, and the 
narratives they present, one must be aware that this is “premised by expectations within the 
narrator’s community” and importantly the “cultural and historical circumstances” of the 
community (Ware et al., 2018:46). 
Stand-up comedy is grounded on the presentation of individual’s narratives. The 




racial stereotypes. All the while negotiating a relationship with the audience that was 
considered authentic through their presentation of self and their performances. Many of the 
comedians argued their performance intended to educate the audience to consider wider 
social constructions and social issues that Māori must navigate (Gimbel, et al., 2020:212). 
Through their performances, they are countering harmful stereotypes and generalizations 
of the Māori community. Comedy is one of the most effective mediums to counter these 
narratives and is a critical form of resistance. For Kajun, this involves directly deflecting 
preconceptions that the audience may hold about Māori people.  
Kajun highlighted an important aspect of comedy in changing Māori’s perceptions of 
them in society. He explained that he grew up in an environment with an expectation to 
perform as a staunch and tough individual, enacting normalized conceptions of 
masculinity. There was a strong conception of no self-mockery or joking regarding the 
Māori culture, as the older men would beat anyone up who would try. Billy T. James was, 
as Kajun explained, the first Māori who actively made fun of Māori, and it was significant 
in starting a trend to address that stigma; 
And I thought to myself, wow, we can do this you know. Like we can actually 
go out there and make fun of ourselves without having to be beat anybody up 
(Kajun, Zoom Interview, July 2020). 
This stemmed from the staunch elders in the gang environment who did not tolerate 
mockery or joking of the culture in any capacity. Comedy then is significant, not only for 
changing the perceptions of Māori from the perspective of Pākehā, but internal 




Catharsis in Narratives 
A critical aspect of comedy is that it allows for catharsis for the comic. As it 
provides an outlet for the comedians to vent their emotions regarding topics that are 
important to them, even if they are not the focus of the entire set. Jamaine discussed that 
when he approaches topics that make him angry it provides an outlet to fully express his 
feelings. Heta shared a similar perspective, reinforcing that his outlet when he gets mad is 
to write jokes about those topics. Jade further cemented this train of thought, arguing that 
since comedy reflects you as an individual it is grounded in your positionality. As he 
discussed; 
You're offering the audience a position aye. And you have to take them on a 
journey, and you want them to laugh along the journey. And then you want 
them to come to a point where they go “oh yeah I see what he's saying” (Jade, 
Zoom Interview, July 2020).  
These perspectives highlight how the cathartic aspect of comedy ties in neatly with 
narratives of resistance that humour studies have found. 
Theory in humour studies argues that humour can provide a form of resistance, as 
ridicule and mockery can target those in power (Weaver, 2010:34). Weaver (2010:34) 
argues that jokes due to their ambiguity and platform provide a crucial means of resistance 
and catharsis for marginalized individuals. A similar example of comedy used as a 
medium of resistance and education can be seen in Native American stand-up. Morris 
(2010:37) argues that Native American stand-up is built on epidictic rhetoric, which is 
used to navigate the ‘contact zone’, a social space where multiple cultures meet. These 
spaces are often locations where there are “asymmetrical relations of power” (Morris, 
2010:40) between the groups. Morris’ (2010) study on Native American’s use of stand-up 




Like my own study, Morris (2010:39) found that Native American comedians also 
stressed the importance of entertainment and making individuals laugh. However, this was 
secondary to their goal of education (Morris, 2010:39). Due to the history of 
misrepresentation and generalisation the Native American comedians found themselves 
often using comedy as medium to address the historical impact of their marginalisation, 
referencing aspects like land loss and broken treaties (Morris, 2010:42). As poignantly 
argued by Morris; 
at its base comedy is a form of moral education that can connect people across 
time, space, and cultures (Morris 2010:43). 
Māori comedians demonstrated this moral education in their routines, through their 
mockery of the wider treatment of Māori. Showcasing not only resistance but also an 
attempt to educate those that perpetuate racist and prejudiced perspectives.  
This ‘moral education’ serves not only to educate white audiences of the treatment of 
Indigenous populations but creating a sense of camaraderie with one’s own community 
(Morris, 2010:38). In their discussion of resonate topics like stereotypical and 
discriminatory treatment by Pākehā, the comedians create a sense of camaraderie and 
shared experience between members of the community. Many of the jokes discussed 
demonstrated a sense of cultural pride and unity despite the hardships they endured. One 
example being Kajun’s New Zealand dream joke that he performed at Crack up With the 
Cuzzies 2, that lists off many aspects of living as lower-socioeconomic Māori; having 
cheap dinners, borrowed cars on loans, economic disparity in the job market, all while 
singing to a happy tune and the pride of the All Blacks winning a match of rugby. Though 




communities and preconceptions, depending on the audience and importantly their 
reception of the comedy performed (Morris, 2010:43). 
Comedy has an epideictic quality that often depends on the skill of the comedian, 
and of course the audience, which impacts the comics ability to deter or perpetuate biased 
and stereotypical preconceptions of one’s community. Epideictic refers to the Aristolian 
concept of oration which is primarily focused on the present and the context of the 
audience one presents to (Morris, 2010:42). It converges with stand-up theory due to the 
dialogical nature of comedy with the audience. As the audience plays a critical role in how 
a comedian caters their comedy or message to those they perform to (Morris, 2010:42). 
The ‘contact zone’ of comedy provides an excellent space through which comedians can 
address the societal treatment and history of their respective community (Morris, 2010:43). 
Furthermore, it can play an effective role in interrogating and reimagining the public’s 
perception and valuing of the comedian’s community (Morris, 2010:43). The epideictic 
quality that is present in comedy has the “dynamic capacity to shape the community’s 
identity” (Morris, 2010:43).  
Comedy can be an effective medium for changing perceptions of a population from 
the perspective of an outgroup audience, even when the jokes target the dominant 
population. A comedy show provides a liminal space where the rhetorical power, means 
even those whose community is ostracized are not only accepted but valorised (Morris, 
2010:43). Hierarchies come second to the comedy itself, even if the performance is based 
on socio-cultural critique, the entertaining performance means the audience will not be as 
offended (Morris, 2010:43). We can see this performed by Heta, who at the start of his set, 
says he will be targeting white people to which he garners cheers and admiration. 




placed into a position where they laugh “to purge its own fears and anxieties of being 
implicated as villains in the ongoing shared history” (Morris, 2010:43).  
Contemporary stand-up by Māori comedians continue to challenge “acceptable racial 
discourse” (Green and Linders, 2016:241), openly discussing matters of race and 
experiences of discrimination and racism. Through this challenging of acceptable 
discourse, a critical point emerged that being the cathartic nature for the comedians to 
tackle these topics. This catharsis I link to relief theory, which as previously discussed, is 
focused on creating dialogue between groups and “making socially uncomfortable 
situations seem more manageable and less overwhelming” (Green and Linders, 2016:243). 
As the theory explains it is used to relieve tension individuals may have regarding their 
social world, in the case of the comedians this is expressed through their tackling of racial 
profiling to educate, with the outcome being an attempt to bring Māori and Pākehā 
together through a sharing of these narratives and personal experiences (Green and 
Linders, 2016:244). The relief or catharsis comes from an alleviation of the discomfort and 
tension caused by these social situations (Green and Linders, 2016:243). 
The analysis of the material reveals a core aspect of ethnic humour, which is the 
discussion of the inherent power differentials within the society (Banjo, 2011:140). It is 
common for out-group members to use comedy to express their frustrations regarding their 
treatment within the current social climate, and create dialogue between different groups 
(Gilbert, 1997:326). As linguists Holmes and Hay (1997:128) noted the most common use 
of comedy by young Māori was to mark their ethnic identity and maintain boundaries 
between Māori and Pākehā (Holmes and Hay, 1997:128). This was apparent in how the 
comedians of this research discussed their individual and communities experiences with 
racism and stereotyping. They employed comedy in a way to clearly mark their identify 




used comedy to break down these barriers not to maintain them. This was achieved 
through their ability to humanise themselves; expressing positive, relatable, and proud 
aspects of their lives and cultures.  
The epideictic characteristics of stand-up comedy benefits both the Indigenous 
communities and the audience, providing a bridge between the different worldviews of the 
audience and the comedian (Morris, 2010:49). Representation is a critical aspect regarding 
the impact of comedy, as mainstream audiences become more exposed to the variety of 
Māori lifeworld’s and their experiences. It also plays a significant role in highlighting the 
diversity of Māori self-identification and experiences. The barriers to entering comedy, 
and the lack of diversity in comedy, which I discussed in chapter four, are significant 
factors then, in how this is made possible.  
Conclusion 
This chapter demonstrated, through the analysis of the comedians material, how 
narrative was used to facilitate dialogue between the comic and the audience. The analysis 
demonstrated a consistent use of personal experiences within their material to question 
these dominant narratives through the pursuit of ‘moral education’, with the intention of 
changing perceptions and stereotypes of Māori. In exploring the comedians material relief 
theory was apparent within the topics covered. As the material tackled topics in their social 
world that could be perceived as causing tension and stress. In discussing these scenarios 
and perceptions, the comedians release social tension and present an alternative narrative 
to stereotypical constructions of the community. Which has the potential to humanise their 
community and disempower dominant racist narratives. This chapter then explored the 
similarities between Māori experiences in stand-up and those of First Nations people in 
North America. There were a lot of profound similarities to be found particularly regarding 




racist preconceptions of their community. Importantly the comedy used served two 
functions. Firstly, educating members outside of the cultural group of the historical and 
personal experiences of marginalisation and racism, and secondly serving to build stronger 
relationships and sense of comradery within the comedians own community. This 
correlated with the uses of comedy by Māori to use moral education to break down group 
boundaries. As noted in my introduction, Jade believed that laughter was the main way to 
bring Pākeha and Māori closer together and mend the relationship between the two 
communities. My research findings present that this appears to be the intention of all the 










Chapter 8: Conclusion 
This research aimed to fill a gap within current literature regarding the self-
presentation of Māori comedians. In this final section, I conclude my thesis by first 
summarising the main points of my own findings, and then returning to answer my 
research question.  
New Zealand comedy has a rich and interesting history, and this research has 
provided a critical lens into not only the country’s people, but some of the political and 
social issues of the time as they pertain to bicultural heritage and contemporary social 
relations, for Māori as an ethnic minority. New Zealand comedy despite the success of 
non-white comedians remains dominated by white males, making the experiences of Māori 
comedians today even more significant to analyse. Speaking to the comedians and 
analysing their set material, and promotional material, provided findings that showed the 
tensions the Māori comics face performing in contemporary postcolonial New Zealand. 
Not only in terms of what it means for them to be successful performers, but what it means 
to be (embody, perform, negotiate) a Māori identity on stage as they do. 
This first section of my findings examined and deconstructed the comedians 
presentation of masculine identity, examining their online biographies, social media, and 
on-stage presentation. In doing so examining the interplay of cultural and social capital in 
the construction and presentation of oneself. Specifically, this was analysed in conjunction 
with narratives of masculinity present within Māori culture and how notions of physicality, 
as typically expressed within rugby and military service, lead to dominant perceptions 
within the community of having to present oneself as ‘tough’. Highlighting the intersection 
of ethnic and gendered norms of performance influence on individual presentation of self. 
The comedians presentation of self, while remaining true to the key value of authenticity, 




and succeed in fields that are not physically dependent – such as creative, social, and 
theatrical ones.  
The second finding was related to the influence of the audience, on the comedian 
and their approach to their material and performance. As previously discussed, each 
comedian explained that due to stand-up’s direct relationship with the audience, the 
makeup of the audience shapes to an extent the comedian’s choice of content and their 
self-presentation. The comedians demonstrated ‘material tailoring’ in their work in which 
they would change material slightly to suit performing to either a predominately Māori or 
Pākehā audience. Paradoxically they stated that they did not significantly alter their 
approach to their material or presentation of self purely to please an audience, as notions of 
authenticity were paramount to their approach to comedy. I applied the theory of 
impression management and cultural frame switching to explore this. This was explained 
by theory on stigmatisation, as part of the comedians social ‘performances’ to control the 
impression they leave on an audience in light of wider stigma, stereotypes and 
discrimination. In controlling the information presented to an audience about themselves 
(and their background, community, and culture), they gain more agency and control 
regarding how the audience will respond to them, based on biases and preconceptions. 
Since being authentic was integral to their presentation, their degree of emotional labour 
was more akin to ‘surface acting’. This was reflected in their negotiation and use of the 
Māori accent within their performances. The accent was stigmatised by Billy T. James as 
he used it to promote Māori as unintellectual, and today the use of the accent is seen as 
divisive among contemporary comedians. Thus, the use of the accent, and by extension the 
comedians material in this study embodied that of a “pride” comedian. A form of comic 
who uses comedy to disempower resist these preconceived narratives through the 




the community through the way they address and subvert, experiences with racism and 
stereotyping. 
The last chapter focused on an analysis on some of the material covered within 
each comedian’s sets, focusing on material that displayed resistance that fell within “pride” 
comedy. This chapter drew on a deconstruction of narrative and its use in comedy to 
discuss how they are seen by members of the out-group. My findings, in conjunction with 
academic theory, determined the use of comedy was focused on that of ‘moral education’, 
breaking down barriers between Māori and Pākehā though the epideictic quality of 
humour. In line with relief theory and criteria of “pride” comics, resistance was present 
within the wide range of material covered within the comics sets and material. Engaging in 
discourse with the audience regarding Māori experiences of racial profiling, stigmatisation, 
portrayal in media and gang affiliation. However, comedy was also used as a medium for 
the comedians to express their cultural pride and attempt to counter or disempower wider 
negative narratives that were perpetuated.  
Responding to the research question  
The question that grounded this research was; 
In what way does cultural identity influence the embodied presentation of 
Māori comedians to audiences? 
The interviews and analysis of the comedians’ material demonstrated that their 
cultural identity and gender influenced their self-presentation, as they were grounded in 
notions of informality, authenticity and to an extent being tough. The act of performance in 
stand-up displays another presentation of Māori identity not associated with physicality 
and the Māori warrior, but of Māori as creative. Furthermore, the comedians cultural 




Often this is done in a manner of resistance, utilising the dialogical nature of comedy to 
educate out-group members of the impact stereotypical, discriminatory, and racist 
generalisations and bias can have on the Māori community. The conclusion reached by this 
study is that in line with relief theory and “pride” approaches to comedy, the function and 
use of comedy by the Māori comedians, aside from the importance of entertainment, is to 
educate individuals in a liminal space. It is an act of resistance to dominant and negative 
narratives, and in doing so trying to implement social change regarding the perception of 
Māori. Comedy is meant to be funny, as all the comedians digressed, but also has the 
potential to have an impact on the audience and engage in meaningful dialogue with them.  
Limitations of the study and possibilities for future research 
The limitations of the study include that it is only based on the presentation and 
engagement of stand-up from the perspective of Māori males. One possible exploration of 
future research could be to examine Māori female comedians’ approaches to stand-up, and 
their presentation of identity. This would provide a more holistic perspective on Māori 
approaches to comedy, as they intersect with gendered identities and experiences. The 
small sample size could be seen as a limitation, yet through a qualitative paradigm, an in-
depth attention to the experiences of each of the five comics (and a multimethodological 
approach to analysing their self-presentation alongside the interview comments 
themselves) means that this works in the favour of context and depths in a manner 
appropriate to ethnographic values. Though not necessarily generalisable to all Māori 
comedians and their individual experiences.  
Another limitation of this study that must be acknowledged is the impact of 
COVID19. The original intention of this study was to be able to attend live comedy shows, 
and to take field notes, to get a sense of the space and their performance in person. This 




safety of the New Zealand population. While this study was able to effectively use 
recorded material or scripts to analyse their material and typical demeaner in a 
performance, further research could explore the space of the New Zealand comedy club 
and its atmosphere and social dynamics. Other studies may benefit from engaging in 
discourse with audience members, regarding to the impact of the set they just experienced, 
and (longer-term) if it informed or changed their perception of the community.   
Other avenues of research to explore within the topic would be the similarities to 
other comedians of other minority populations within New Zealand. This research would 
be enhanced by a comparative pursuit regarding other ethnic and minority comedians 
approaches to stand-up within the context of New Zealand comedy. To examine if 
minority populations would use comedy within a narrative of resistance and education.  
Other possible pursuits of research include the use of stereotypes within New 
Zealand comedy. As discussed throughout this piece, comedy while having the potential to 
enact positive change regarding the perpetuation and perceived truth of stereotypes, can 
also strengthen them. A holistic examination of the usage of stereotypes within New 
Zealand comedy can provide more context to the many effects comedy can have, as 
despite the comedians intention with any performance, it is also highly reliant upon the 
audience they perform to and their resonation with the material. In examining the overall 
use and effect of comedy in the New Zealand comedy scene can provide more context to 
the negative or positive consequences of the tackling of topics such as racism within stand-
up. 
Concluding Remarks 
This research originally aimed to examine the impacts of racism and 
discrimination, in New Zealand, and how Māori comedians navigated this within the space 




as demonstrated by the importance of resistance and moral education, I found that they 
often negotiated this indirectly, within and against the importance of simply being ‘funny’ 
as a marker of success and a personal driver for many. Several participants emphasised 
entertaining and establishing rapport with the audience, as the priority of performing. 
Nevertheless, my analysis of their work is that these were performances (and stage 
characters) that hinged on a sense of resistance to dominant narratives and preconceptions 
of Māori. At the heart of this research was the acknowledgement that one cannot separate 
their cultural identity from their work as a comedian, as it is an autobiographical pursuit. 
Stand-up is about standing up and representing yourself and your community. The 
comedians of this study are doing just that – being funny and at the same time are 
representing the diversity and experiences of the Māori community.  
As I conclude my work on this thesis, I have been lucky to have recently finished 
working with The Comedy Hub to produce Crack up With the Cuzzies 3, an opportunity 
that arose based on the connections formed with my participants during the research 
process. I see this as my own way of showcasing the humour, creativity, and diversity of 
Māori comics. In doing so attempting to address the lack of diversity within the industry 
and create a space where Māori representation can continue to flourish, to reaffirm that 
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The Funny Side of Embodying a Comedic Identity: Exploring the significance of 
cultural identity in the experiences of Māori Stand Up Comedians in New 
Zealand   
INFORMATION  SHEET  FOR  PARTICIPANTS 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet 
carefully before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we 
thank you.  If you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you and we 
thank you for considering our request.   
 
What is the Aim of the Project? 
 
The aim of this project is to explore how Māori stand-up comedians’ negotiate their 
cultural identity in their shows, and as part of their public persona.  The study seeks to 
examine how the socio-cultural and political context of New Zealand has influenced the 
identity that Māori stand-up comedians’ present on and off stage, for example in relation 
to wider forces of racism, discrimination, or stereotyping.  
 
The study hopes to also understand how comedians see and use comedy, as well as what 
impact they see it having in the larger social landscape of cultural diversity in New 
Zealand.   
 
What Types of Participants are being sought? 
 
The study is aiming to interview four to five (self-identifying) Māori stand-up comedians 
(either practicing, or retired). Recruitment will be done via word of mouth, and online 
recruitment.  
 
No compensation is to be given to participants for their participation in the study. The 
participants will be given access to all drafts to see how their words are being used with 
the intention of not misrepresenting them.  
 
What will Participants be asked to do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to complete an in-depth, 
interview with the student researcher, via phone or Zoom or in-person (depending on 
location and preference). The interview will be approximately 1 hour long, and will be 





The interview will use an open-ended (conversational) format, which means the exact 
questions are not pre-determined. However the general line of inquiry will include: 
questions around what got you into stand-up comedy, how you present yourself and how 
you present you cultural identity on stage if at all, if you feel like you have to present 
yourself a certain way due to your identity, any experiences with stereotypes, 
discrimination or racism, motivations behind creative decisions in presenting your public 
persona, posters and marketing for your previous shows, audience response, challenges of 
being a public person in NZ, and so on.  
 
The precise nature of the questions that will be asked have not been determined in 
advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops.  Consequently, 
although the School of Science Sciences is aware of the general areas to be explored in the 
interview, the Committee has not been able to review the precise questions to be used. 
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant 
or uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular 
question(s), or to end the interview at any time at no disadvantage to yourself. 
 
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any 
disadvantage to yourself. 
 
What Data or Information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 
The raw data collected will interviews with each participant; the stories and experiences 
they choose to share. If a participant agrees to an interview, they will be audio taped and 
information and quotes provided will be used for the purposes of the dissertation. In 
addition, records of posters from stand-up shows, and interviews with New Zealand 
comedians, will be obtained from public or academic data-bases and from publicly 
available webpages, as another form of data.  
 
Personal information, in the form of demographic details, may be included as part of these 
interviews.  
 
The only people that will have access to the data and information collected will be myself 
and my supervisor and there will be no commercial use of the data. The data collected will 
be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned above will be able to gain 
access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years in 
secure storage. Any personal information held on the participants may be destroyed at the 
completion of the research even though the data derived from the research will, in most 
cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
 
Results of this research may be published. The data from this project will be publicly 
archived so that it may be used by other researchers. 
 
As a public figure, the ability to fully anonymise your contributions to this study is restricted. 
If you choose on this form to be ‘anonymous’ we will remove any mention of your name 
from the published results of the study, including from any direct quotes or paraphrases from 
your interviews that are included in the results. In many circumstances we may be able to 
change or remove other identifying details (such as age or location) to further preserve your 




anonymity as certain facets of the information you share (such as references to previous 
performances) may identify you.  The researcher can consult with you directly on any 
specifics around this, and whether you choose to be anonymous or named, you will be 
provided with a copy of this research prior to its publication. At this point you will be able 
to check you are comfortable with the degree of anonymisation and return requests for 
change within a reasonable time period. 
 
Can Participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 
 
Participants may decline or withdraw from participation in the project at any time and 
without any disadvantage to themselves.  
 
What if Participants have any Questions? 
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either:- 
Jayden Glen and         Susan Wardell 
Social Anthropology Programme                Social Anthropology Programme  
University Telephone Number: 0223190690    University Telephone Number: 03479  8970 
gleja587@otago.ac.nz   susan.wardell@otago.ac.nz 
 
This study has been approved by the Department stated above. However, if you have any 
concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the University of 
Otago Human Ethics Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph 
+643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in 















The Funny Side of Embodying a Comedic Identity: Exploring the significance of 
cultural identity in the experiences of Māori Stand Up Comedians in New Zealand 
CONSENT  FORM  FOR 
PARTICIPANT 
 
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  
All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to 
request further information at any stage. 
I know that:- 
1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
 
3. Personal identifying information in audio-recordings of interviews will be destroyed at 
the conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the project depend 
will be retained in secure storage for at least five years; 
 
4.  This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 
includes questions around what got you into stand-up comedy, how you present yourself 
and how you present you cultural identity on stage if at all, if you feel like you have to 
present yourself a certain way due to your identity, any experiences with stereotypes, 
discrimination or racism, motivations behind creative decisions in presenting your 
public persona, posters and marketing for your previous shows, audience response, 
challenges of being a public person in NZ, and so on. The precise nature of the questions 
which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way 
in which the interview develops and that in the event that the line of questioning 
develops in such a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to answer 
any particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any 
disadvantage of any kind. 
 
5. If any question or presentation of information is uncomfortable or causes discomfort we 
will change the information or delete it entirely to make sure you as a participant feel 
comfortable and safe. 
 





7. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of 
Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my 
anonymity if I desire, though I know that is not guaranteed.  
  
8. I, as the participant: a) agree to being named in the research,   OR;  
 
  b) would rather remain anonymous.] 
 
 




.............................................................................   ............................... 
       (Signature of participant)     (Date) 
 
............................................................................. 





   
 
 
 
 
 
